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Abstract  

 

Recently, social marketers have adopted the use of ‘nudging’ as a technique to influence 

behaviour through subtle tweaks to the environment (Thaler & Sunstein, 2008). Front 

of Pack (FoP) nutrition labels are an example of a nudge in practice, designed to steer 

consumers towards healthier food choices. Yet the use of nudging is somewhat 

controversial, and calls have been made for its practice to be critiqued (Chriss, 2015, 

2016; Gigerenzer, 2015; Hastings & Domegan, 2017; Mullane & Sheffrin, 2012; 

Roberto & Kawachi, 2014). This thesis analyses nudging as a social marketing 

technique by investigating the perceptions of Scottish female consumers, in terms of 

how they regard, understand and interpret FoP food labels in real-world contexts. Prior 

research generally examines perceptions of FoP labels in labs and out of context (Becker 

et al., 2016; Cecchini & Warin, 2016; Grunert, 2016; Hieke & Harris, 2016). Therefore, 

this study applied an ethnographic methodology, specifically, observations, ‘think-

aloud’ techniques, and semi-structured interviews. Observations were primarily used to 

assess what role the context plays in perceptions of FoP labels. Think aloud techniques 

provided rich insight into the lived experiences of consumers, including what sorts of 

information was of value to them and what was of less importance. And semi-structured 

interviews enabled consumers to talk freely about their subjective interpretations and 

general feelings towards FoP labels. Thematic analysis was then used to code and 

analyse all three data sets.  

In building a picture of how this nudge is perceived, the author was then able to assess if 

it operates effectively and draw insight for social marketers.  Significant contributions to 

knowledge are presented as it was identified that consumers find these labels impractical 

and irrelevant, and there is widespread confusion as to their intended meaning. Unlike 
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previous literature, this thesis considered the context and its role in shaping these 

perceptions. The implications of these findings were then applied to the field of social 

marketing and nudging. As a nudge, these labels have limited impact within the 

obesogenic environment in which they sit. More importantly, this thesis identifies several 

concerns involved with the use of nudging as a behaviour change technique. It highlights 

the contradictions between the goals of social marketers and the implications of nudging. 

As a result, this thesis contributes both practically and theoretically to the field of nutrition 

labelling, and to the discipline of social marketing.  

 

Key words: Front of Pack food labels, Social Marketing, Nudge Theory, Ethnography 
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 “Obesity is not a failure of individual will power, but a failure of 

political will at the highest level.” (2011)  

Dr Margaret Chan, Director-General of the World Health Organization,  

Opening address at World Conference on Social Determinants of Health 

Rio de Janeiro, Brazil  

1 Chapter 1: Introduction  

 

 Introduction  

 

Threats to public health such as disease or infections have traditionally been met with 

swift Government action. Yet obesity is viewed differently. Obesity and overweight are 

repeatedly referred to as a ‘lifestyle choice’ (British Medical Association, 2012; Chau et 

al., 2018), despite the now well-documented evidence for the socio-cultural influences 

upon diet (Brug et al., 2008; Wilkinson & Marmot, 2003). Conceptualising dietary 

choices in a narrow manner such as this has resulted in a unique way of not only 

discussing, but treating this public health issue. Put simply, it’s held that since consumers 

‘choose’ to be overweight, they can equally ‘choose’ not to be.  In persistently 

undermining of the environmental and social causes of obesity, an ideology has flourished 

which favours personal liberties above all else. Policies that preserve freedom of choice 

and oppose a ‘nanny state’, have become the desired course of action, regardless if the 

latter has been shown to be more effective (Jebb et al., 2013). Consequently, the 

Government’s obesity reduction strategies increasingly involve social marketing and 

nudge techniques (Herrick, 2007; The Scottish Government, 2017).  
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Social marketing is the process of using marketing theory and practice to engender 

behaviour change and bring about social prosperity.  Rather than coercing people into 

behaviour, it seeks to find the best possible way to enable people to choose desirable 

behaviours themselves (NSMC, 2006; Lefebvre, 2011). This approach sits well with the 

Government’s goal of tackling dietary issues whilst maintaining free choice (Shove, 

2014). The Government’s (2011) white paper ‘Call to Action on Obesity’ introduced a 

‘radical new approach’ on how to tackle obesity, with an emphasis on personal 

responsibility and a focus on voluntary participation of industry (British Medical 

Association, 2012). Traditional styles of governing through restrictions and controls were 

replaced with information provisions and choice architecture. This shift has had a lasting 

effect on the measures used today to tackle diet, which consist primarily of “dietary 

guidelines, food labels, menu labelling, and clinical counselling.” (Mozaffarian et al., 

2018, p. 1), each squarely aimed at personal responsibility.  

Today, the UK continues down this trajectory, blurring the lines between the role of 

Government and that of marketers, with social marketers playing an ever increasing role 

(Chriss, 2015; Dibb & Carrigan, 2013; Shove, 2014; Walls et al., 2011). One technique 

recently adopted by social marketers to aid in the quest to change behaviours is that of 

nudging. This is the practice of using indirect suggestions or tweaks to the environment 

in order to influence behaviour (Thaler & Sunstein, 2008), another prized technique 

favoured by the Government due to its lack of choice-interference (Chriss, 2016; Walls 

et al., 2011). A Behavioural Insight Team or ‘nudge unit’ operates today under the current 

UK Conservative Government with the mantra of ‘enabling people to make better choices 

for themselves’.  

 

This thesis attempts to analyse ‘nudging’ as a social marketing technique. If these 

practices are to be readily accepted by Government and routinely used to replace policy, 
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they must be evaluated and critiqued. Front of Pack (FoP) nutrition labels are an example 

of a nudge in practice (Cioffi et al., 2015; Roberto & Kawachi, 2014; Scrinis & Parker, 

2016; Sunstein, 2014; Velema et al., 2018) designed to help consumers make better 

consumption choices.  Yet significant gaps exist in terms of our understanding of how 

this nudge is perceived and made sense of. Thus, the goals of this research are twofold, 

to improve our understanding of perceptions of FoP labels, and to consider these findings 

in a context where Governments increasingly rely upon social marketing and nudge tools 

to regulate the behaviour.  

Currently, the UK uses one of the most data-heavy FoP label formats employed 

worldwide (EUFIC, 2018), meaning it contains a relatively large volume of information 

for consumers to digest. Unlike other countries, the UK has opted for a hybrid label 

format, combining elements of a traffic light colour coding scheme with a guideline daily 

amount (GDA) system. With debate ongoing as to which label format is best, academic 

research attempted to provide some answers in terms of which format is better 

understood. Yet several critical questions have been left unanswered. Namely that which 

considers FoP labels in a broader context, values the consumers’ perspective, and 

explores how labels are subjectively perceived.  

Existing research tends to focus on how FoP labels are objectively understood (Ducrot et 

al., 2016; Grunert, 2016; Hodgkins et al., 2011; Kleef & Dagevos, 2011), following the 

logic that if better understood, consumers will be more likely to use them. Yet human 

behaviour cannot be neatly explained by cause and effect, it is irrational and complex and 

often the result of how things are perceived rather than how they are objectively 

understood (Foxall et al., 1998). Gaps in knowledge remain in terms of how FoP labels 

are subjectively understood, as in, how they are perceived and made sense of in a 

subjective manner (Ducrot et al., 2016; Grunert, 2016; Hodgkins et al., 2011; Kleef & 

Dagevos, 2015).  Naturally behaviour is shaped by elements of both objective and 
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subjective understanding (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975), and thus both deserve attention. 

Therefore, this thesis assesses perceptions of FoP labels focusing primarily on the 

consumers’ subjective experiences, an understudied area within food labelling literature 

(Grunert, 2016).  

UK consumers claim to use FoP labels frequently and appreciate their presence (Food 

Standards Agency, 2008; Grunert, Wills, et al., 2010), yet the latest systematic review of 

the impact FoP labels have upon consumption, reveals a minimal effect (Crockett et al., 

2018; Vasiljevic et al., 2015). An overriding concern in making sense of previous data is 

the lack of studies conducted within real world contexts. Consistently, studies conducted 

in laboratory interventions tend to report a stronger effect of FoP labels on consumption, 

than those conducted in real world contexts (EUFIC, 2018; Grunert, 2016). 

This thesis contributes to the field of food labelling literature by uncovering rich insight 

around how FoP labels are perceived in real-world contexts where consumers are exposed 

to labels naturally. By positioning the findings within the broader context of behaviour 

change and policy making, this thesis also contributes to the field of social marketing. 

Calls have been made for more critique within this field in terms of how it is practiced 

and the tools it adopts, particularly that of nudging  (Pechmann & Slater, 2005; 

Tadajewski et al., 2011; Tadajewski & Brownlie, 2008; Wymer, 2015). This thesis 

assesses how FoP labels as a nudge in society are perceived by consumers, and in doing 

so draws insight for social marketers considering this technique.  

The theoretical lens used to guide this endeavour was qualitative in nature, applying an 

ethnographic methodology. In line with this methodological approach, a unique and 

specific group of consumers were selected for enquiry (Bryman & Bell, 2015). Scottish 

female consumers were observed and interviewed in their natural habitat regarding their 

perceptions and subjective experiences of FoP labels. The findings provide insight into 
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how FoP labels are perceived by women as they go about their daily lives and how the 

context influences these perceptions. This thesis underscores the need for more real-world 

studies. In addition, the findings identify ethical concerns for social marketers adopting a 

nudge technique. The subsequent sections of this chapter contextualise the research, 

explaining where it is situated and why is it necessary. Lastly, an outline of the thesis 

structure is provided.  

 

 Aims and Objectives 

 

This thesis fills several key gaps in the literature. Firstly, there is a need to be more critical 

of the practice of social marketing, particularly considering the fact that it is being 

increasingly used by Governments to help tackle public health issues. Being critical does 

not mean criticising, but instead analysing where improvements could be made, or 

alternative routes taken (Tadajewski & Brownlie, 2008). One place to start in terms of 

critiquing social marketing, is its use of nudging. This is a somewhat controversial 

technique, only recently adopted by some social marketers, which is used to change 

behaviours (Chriss, 2015, 2016; Gigerenzer, 2015; Hastings & Domegan, 2017; Mullane 

& Sheffrin, 2012; Roberto & Kawachi, 2014). Thus, the first gap this thesis attempts to 

fill is to analyse nudging as a tool for social marketers.  

To do this, an example of a nudge - front of pack nutrition labels - are assessed in terms 

of how they are perceived and therein how they are currently operating.  Engagement 

with FoP labels has typically been assessed using in-lab studies, which makes the labels 

salient and out of context. To better understand engagement with FoP labels, perceptions 

should be contextualised, they should be examined in real-world environments where FoP 

labels are found. As Eden (2011) highlights, there is a need to start looking at food labels 
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in the bigger picture, in context, interwoven with knowledge and surroundings and not as 

diagrams on paper. Finally, since women and men react differently to health messages, 

particularly when assessing subjective perceptions which are influenced by gender 

(Morgan et al., 2016), this study will examine women specifically. As such the aim can 

be summarised as follows: -  

Aim: The purpose of this thesis is to an analyse ‘nudging’ as a social marketing 

technique, using Front of Pack (FoP) nutrition labels as an example of a nudge, 

by investigating the perceptions of Scottish female consumers aged between 

30-40 years old, in terms of how they regard, understand and interpret food 

labels in a real-world context. 

To achieve this aim, the following objectives were identified: - 

Objectives 

1. To review academic literature concerning social marketing, nudge 

practices, and consumers’ perceptions of front of pack nutrition 

labels. 

 

A literature review can be used to identify gaps and structure the goals of the research 

(Bryman and Bell, 2015). A review of social marketing literature was conducted in order 

to provide a broad understanding of the discipline, in terms of its theoretical 

underpinnings and the tools it employs. By having an appreciation for the disciplines’ 

origin and trajectory, it can be better understood why some social marketers have adopted 

the technique of nudging to achieve behaviour change. This review also assessed why the 

practice of nudging is controversial for social marketers and identifies the need for 

critique within social marketing practices.   

In addition, literature concerning consumers’ perceptions of FoP labels was reviewed. 

Due to a lack of studies specifically examining UK consumers responses to the UK’s FoP 
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label format, the scope of literature review was expanded to include studies examining 

various FoP formats, across Europe. This alone reinforces the need for consumers to have 

a voice and for studies to explicitly assess the perceptions of UK consumers. 

2. To conduct in-depth, semi-structured interviews as well as real-world 

observations with Scottish, female consumers, aged 30-40 years old in 

order to assess their perceptions of front of pack nutrition labels.  

 

Perceptions are thought of as the way in which something is regarded, understood, or 

interpreted (Brooks, 2008). Thus, to establish the subjective perceptions that women hold 

of FoP labels, would require interviewing them in a broad and open fashion. Yet, 

predominantly quantitative methodology has been used to assess perceptions of nutrition 

labels  (Drichoutis et al., 2008; Grunert, Fernández-Celemín, et al., 2010; Satia et al., 

2005; Wahlich et al., 2012), meaning that consumers’ perceptions are presupposed from 

the onset, and lack depth.  A gap exists in terms of understanding how consumers perceive 

FoP labels, and what drives their motivations to use or ignore them. To address this, this 

thesis avoids a top-down style of enquiry and instead allows consumers to describe their 

attitudes and opinions of FoP labels and health more broadly using in-depth, semi-

structured interviews.  

To supplement the interviews, real-world observations are used to gather insight 

concerning perceptions of FoP labels in-situ. Prior studies tend to examine FoP labels out 

of context, in laboratory conditions (Crockett et al., 2018; Dean et al., 2015; Grunert & 

Wills, 2007; Onozaka et al., 2014; Volkova & Ni Mhurchu, 2015; Wills et al., 2009). 

Conducting research in this was has led to favourable attitudes generally being reported, 

in terms of how consumers perceive FoP labels (Campos et al., 2011; Grunert, 2016). 

However, this negates the fact that FoP labels operate in supermarkets, an environment 

which perpetually promotes consumption of cheap, quick, nutrient-poor foods. This thesis 
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adopts an ethnographic approach, whereby the context in which behaviour occurs is as 

important as the behaviour itself (O’Reilly & Kiymba, 2015). The objective here is to 

create a holistic and realistic understanding of how FoP labels are perceived in real-world 

contexts.    

Despite women being responsible for the majority of grocery shopping, food preparation 

and cooking within home (Food Standards Agency, 2017), very few studies examine 

women’s perceptions of FoP labels in isolation (Wahlich et al., 2012). In addition, of the 

few studies that do use real-world observations, there is a reliance upon students as a 

participant sample (Lachat & Tseng, 2013; Miller & Cassady, 2012).  The justifications 

for women as a sample are detailed further in section 4.4.1 The Sample.  

 

3. To apply these perceptions of front of pack labels to the context of 

nudging, in order to demonstrate if this example nudge operates 

effectively and draw insight for social marketers.   

 

Relatively recently, social marketers adopted nudging into their toolkit as an acceptable 

method to achieve behaviour change and bring about social welfare (NSMC, 2011;Tapp 

and Spotswood, 2013). This technique advocates that, rather than relying on force or 

legislation change, behaviour change can be achieved through small changes to the 

environment which ‘nudge’ people into making wiser decisions (Thaler and Sunstein, 

2008). The notion that social marketers should engage in this form of behaviour change 

has not gone unchallenged (Chriss, 2015, 2016; Gigerenzer, 2015; Hastings & Domegan, 

2017; Mullane & Sheffrin, 2012; Roberto & Kawachi, 2014) and therefore deserves some 

critique. Using FoP labels as an example, this thesis compares the practice of nudging, 

alongside the intentions of social marketers to draw theoretical contributions for social 

marketers employing a nudge technique. This thesis asks if the practice of nudging is in 
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sync with the intentions of social marketers’ by assessing if this nudge operates 

effectively.  

Front of pack nutrition labelling is a form of nudging (Cioffi et al., 2015; Roberto & 

Kawachi, 2014; Scrinis & Parker, 2016; Sunstein, 2014), designed to facilitate consumer 

understanding of nutrition information and help people make healthier choices. 

Therefore, by unpacking consumers’ perceptions of FoP labels in terms of how they are 

regarded, understood, and interpreted, we are also assessing perceptions of a nudge. Thus, 

we are able to critically investigate if this nudge operates as intended. That is to say, is 

this nudge perceived and used in the intended way, or are there any issues that arise when 

a nudge technique is employed?  

 

4. To draw practical as well as theoretical contributions within the field 

of nutrition, specifically food labelling, whilst contributing to the field 

of social marketing, specifically those considering a nudge technique.   

 

Practical contributions will be drawn for the field of nutrition labelling in the form of 

adding to our limited understanding of women’s perceptions of the UK’s front of pack 

nutrition label. Methodological contributions will be drawn in the form of using real-

world observations to unpack perceptions of food labels. These observations involved a 

unique ‘think-aloud’ technique where participants where be asked to ‘think-aloud’ whilst 

shopping. This enabled the researcher to assess if FoP labels arose naturally in 

conversation with the participants. It also helped to identify what sorts of information is 

most relevant to consumers when shopping and importantly, where/if FoP labels fit into 

this picture. Think aloud techniques allowed the data collection to be natural, spontaneous 

and comparable to real-world scenarios. By applying this insight to the field of social 
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marketing, the author was then able to assess the adequacy of nudging as a behaviour 

change technique.  

 

 Diet in Scotland  

 

Many countries are challenged by an overweight population and the burden of obesity, 

yet this issue is particularly severe in Scotland. Despite being one of the wealthiest 

countries in Europe (Khan, 2014), Scotland regularly ranks as one of the most overweight 

nations (Castle, 2015).  Obesity rates are higher in Scotland than in England, Wales or 

Ireland (Baker, 2015), with two thirds of Scottish adults now overweight or obese  (The 

Scottish Government, 2017). A plethora of alarming statistics illustrate the consequences 

of this, such as a 30 per cent increase in the number of people in Scotland having feet and 

leg amputations as a result of obesity-induced diabetes (Turner, 2014). Consuming a poor 

diet increases the likelihood of developing numerous chronic conditions including 

diabetes, cancers, high blood pressure and heart disease (WHO, 2004).  

In Scotland, the risk of developing a fatal heart disease is significantly higher than in 

anywhere else in the UK (Thistlewaite, 2015) and a major contributor to heart disease is 

poor diet (Fitzpatrick et al., 2010). Although this is not a new phenomenon, it has proved 

extremely difficult to control. Despite all of the publicity around the benefits of 

consuming fruit and vegetables, the most recent Scottish Health Survey reveals that the 

average daily consumption of fruit and veg by Scottish adults is at its lowest since 2003 

(The Scottish Government, 2017). Making the picture even bleaker, diet in Scotland 

follows a socioeconomic gradient. Those living in deprived areas are more likely to be 

obese (The Scottish Government, 2017) and more likely to consume a lower quality diet, 

consisting of nutrient-poor, energy dense foods (Darmon & Drewnowski, 2008). This is 
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a persistent and entrenched form of social inequality which despite all efforts, appears to 

be widening (The Scottish Government, 2017).   

Scotland has fostered, what scholars refer to as an ‘obesogenic environment’ (Simpson et 

al., 2018). This is the notion that at every possible opportunity from school canteens, to 

hospitals, transportation methods and even sports centres there are easily available and 

highly promoted energy dense foods. The sight of these high calorie products at every 

possible turn only encourages over-consumption (Hawkes & Hawkes, 2008). The 

marketing budget of the UK’s food industry racks up an average of £1bn a year (Boseley, 

2014), and it is this promotion of foods high in fats, sugars, salts and saturates specifically, 

which fuels the obesity epidemic.  

 

 Front of Pack (FoP) Nutrition Labels  

 

A broad range of initiatives have been proposed to improve the nation’s diet, one being 

the introduction of front of pack (FoP) nutrient labels. There are many different formats 

used globally, however the UK have opted for a hybrid of the Guideline Daily Amount 

(GDA) label and the Traffic Light (TL) label, as depicted in Figure 1. This label is 

designed to warn consumers about the nutrient levels of pre-packaged foods (The Scottish 

Government, 2013b). The GDA information provides the levels of key nutrients (salt, fat, 

sugar and saturates) per product, and the TLs indicate whether that level of nutrient is 

high, medium or low using the colours red, amber or green respectively.  
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Figure 1. UK Government’s Front of Pack Nutrient Label 

 

The Scottish Government claim that these “front of pack labelling markers are easiest to 

comprehend for all customers, particularly those shown to have the least healthy diets” 

(2011, p 7). Several studies however, contradict this and instead suggest that FoP labels 

work best for those who already have a healthy diet, and less well for those on poor diets 

(Grunert and Wills, 2007; Campos, Doxey, and Hammond, 2011; Castle, 2015). 

Generally the impact that FoP labels have on diet is mixed but the latest systematic 

reviews indicate that FoP labels have no significant effect on actual purchasing or 

consumption habits (Crockett et al., 2018; Vasiljevic et al., 2015).  

Until recently, there were a wide range of label formats employed across the UK. The use 

of monochrome labels, pastel coloured labels, pie charts, bar charts and simple labels 

(without any figures) led to widespread consumer confusion (Grunert & Wills, 2007; 

Lobstein et al., 2007). Consequently, existing research tended to focus on deciphering 

which format was ‘best’ for consumers to comprehend (Ducrot et al., 2016; Grunert, 

2016; Hodgkins et al., 2011; Kleef & Dagevos, 2011), with some authors claiming that 

prior FoP label studies focussed almost entirely on label comprehension (Neary, 2006; 

Kleef, Ellen, and Dagevos, 2013). However, simply demonstrating that a label is 

understood does not mean it will be used. Grunert (2016) summarises that after a decade 

of research it is well established that comprehension is not the issue. Consumers do 

understand the majority of label types and can use them to select healthier products but 
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are not motivated to do so. In order to understand motivations, we must first unpack how 

they are perceived.   

FoP labels are in essence a health message. They aim to inform consumers about the 

nutrient levels within products with the goal of improving dietary choices. Yet gender 

influences health seeking behaviours (Morgan et al., 2016) as evidenced by the gender 

differences found across FoP label research (Campos et al., 2011; Cecchini & Warin, 

2016; Miller et al., 2015). Gender can be defined as the “socially constructed roles, 

behaviours, activities and attributes that a given society considers appropriate for men 

and women’” (WHO, 2015, p.1). By opening up the scope of nutrition label research to 

incorporate the context and subjective experiences, the role of gender cannot be ignored. 

Yet few studies examine gender as a construct in shaping engagement with or perceptions 

of FoP labels. There are vastly different needs, experiences and outcomes of health 

messages upon different genders (Morgan et al., 2016). By examining how women 

perceive FoP labels specifically, we are better able to understand, for example, how the 

nature of the women’s life and her subjective experiences influence the impact of FoP 

labels as a health campaign. Examining one gender specifically also allows us to assess 

“how programs, services and policies might be better organized to ameliorate, 

accommodate or redress the differences between genders” (Morgan et al., 2016, p. 1070). 

Since there are marked differences between men and women’s engagement with FoP 

labels, this study examines women in isolation.  

 

 Perceptions  

 

This thesis examines perceptions of FoP nutrition labels since they are overlooked in 

existing food labelling literature (Ducrot et al., 2016; Grunert, 2016; Hodgkins et al., 
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2011; Kleef & Dagevos, 2015). Within Psychology, perceptions are defined as “the 

organization, identification, and interpretation of a sensation in order to form a mental 

representation” (Schacter, Gilbert, & Wegner, 2011, p. 133). The external world is first 

registered through the senses – sound, vision, taste, touch and smell pathways, which each 

result in sensations. These initial sensations are used to register changes in the 

environment and stimulate ‘perception’, which is the formation of mental representations 

in order to further process stimuli. Thus, perception is about how people make sense of 

the world. This is an extremely subjective process and is affected by one’s personal 

attitudes, expectations, experience, demography and so on. People can experience 

fundamentally different perceptions from the same stimulus or the same sensory input, 

making it challenging to research (Schiffman et al., 2014). 

From a marketing perspective, the notion that perceptions are distinct from knowledge or 

understanding is incredibly important. “Consumers pay attention to and interpret stimuli 

that reinforce and enhance their views of their world, of themselves and of the goods and 

services they buy” (Foxall, Goldsmith, & Brown, 1998, p.52). People construct mental 

representations in such a way so as to not conflict with their overarching world view, 

involving their attitudes, personality and motives. Similar to Veblen’s (1899) conspicuous 

consumption, or the process of consuming in order to display one’s status, perceptions 

are interpretations that align with the consumers’ disposition. This means that people not 

only consume to display a desired status but perceive in this way too. Although this occurs 

at an unconscious level, for marketers the consumer’s reality is of more importance than 

objective reality because it is this that drives behaviour (Foxall et al., 1998). Rather than 

acting on objective facts, consumers act upon their beliefs in terms of how the 

environment is decoded and assigned meaning.  

Therefore, there is clearly a need to unpack how consumers perceive and assign meaning 

to FoP labels, since it is this that drives behaviour (Foxall et al., 1998). Yet in food-
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labelling studies, perception is often overlooked and instead attention is directed towards 

objective understanding (Ducrot et al., 2016; Grunert, 2016; Kleef & Dagevos, 2015). 

For example, Grunert et al. (2010) devised a conceptual framework to encapsulate the 

consumer decision making process in reference to food labelling, as per below, Figure 2. 

Grunert et al. (2010) claim to explore the areas shaded in grey – perception, 

understanding, knowledge and inferences. However, when considering perceptions, 

consumers were simply asked if they had noticed food labels and if so to recall what they 

had noticed. Steps were then taken to assess understanding. Yet, perceptions involve more 

than simply seeing and noticing. Research should consider the different ways in which 

the labels are perceived and what factors influence these perceptions. This is an entirely 

subjective experience and a complex process and should not be confined to awareness 

alone.  

 

Figure 2. Grunert et al. (2010) Conceptual Framework of Decision Making in Relation to 

Food Labelling 

 

Similarly, the European Food Safety Authority’s (EFSA, 2008) framework of information 

processing of nutritional information, Figure 3, assigns little weight to that of 

‘perceptions’ within this process. Describing it simply as ‘perceptions of health 

information’ (p. 6). Perceptions of health is one aspect that will influence processing of 

nutritional information, yet there are a whole host of other factors that will play a role in 
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how nutritional information is processed, for example the environment and the type of 

individual.  

 

 

Figure 3. European Food Safety Authority (2008) Information Processing of Nutritional 

Information 

 

One framework which has tried to incorporate a wider set of elements that will influence 

perceptions of nutrition labels specifically, was offered by Nayga (1999). Figure 4 

suggests that perceptions of nutrition labels are influenced by individual characteristics, 

lifestyle and attitudes, and product-specific perceptions, for example the importance of 

price as a factor of influence. 
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Figure 4. Nayga (1999) Towards an Understanding of Consumers' Perceptions of Food 

Labels 

 

Nayga’s (1999) model above goes some way in encapsulating a broader range of elements 

that influence perceptions of food labels. However, when considering perceptions, what 

is being examined is how people make sense of a phenomenon. As such, it is rather 

difficult to define, and often it can be used to refer to a wide range of variables. Where 

one author might examine perceptions by looking at preferences of label formats (Möser 

et al., 2010), another might explore perceptions of the impact FoP labels have on diet 

(Malam et al., 2009).  Most studies within nutrition label literature do not explicitly define 

what is meant by ‘perceptions’ when this facet is being examined. Typically, when 

perceptions are assessed, consumers’ broad subjective beliefs towards FoPs are in 

question (Emrich et al., 2014; Lee & Thompson, 2016; Signal et al., 2008). Emrich et al. 

(2014) discuss perceptions in terms of helpfulness, liking, credibility and understanding. 

Another study, a systematic review, discusses perceptions in terms of ease of use, value, 

liking and trust (Campos et al., 2011). In other cases, due to the salience of health within 
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food research, perceptions are explored in terms of judging a product’s healthiness – and 

participants are asked to rate how healthy they ‘perceive’ certain foods to be using labels 

(Rayner et al., 2004). Thus, perceptions are defined differently by scholars throughout 

nutrition labelling literature.   

For the purpose of this study, perceptions will be defined as the way in “which something 

is regarded, understood, or interpreted” (Brooks, 2008, p. 273). Since perceptions are 

subjective this study intends to refrain from assuming what consumers’ perceptions of 

FoP labels should consist of. In a similar style to Teisl et al. (2002) who conducted an 

open ended qualitative study in order to ‘let consumers explain their reactions’ to 

sustainable labelling, this study examines how consumers naturally respond to FoP labels. 

Rather than making inferences about behaviour from lab based studies, or having 

consumers rate their accordance with pre-determined sentences, this study focusses on 

the consumers’ perspective in its entirety and variety (Sirieix et al., 2013). The purpose 

of this thesis is to provide a detailed account of what consumer’s perceptions of FoP labels 

consist of, and then extrapolate what this might mean for social marketers.     

 

 Social Marketing 

 

Social marketing can be defined as an approach “to influence behaviours that benefit 

individuals and communities for the greater social good” (French, 2013, p.1). Social 

marketing applies the same tools and techniques from commercial marketing, to change 

people’s behaviour for the better. It is now a well-established subsect of the marketing 

discipline, with its own textbooks, journal and conferences each specifically designed to 

promote the use of social marketing. Social marketers now work in a wide range of 

disciplines from drug and alcohol misuse to diet and mental wellbeing. A recent UK 
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Government white paper (2017) ‘Action and Ambitions on Diet, Activity, and Healthy 

Weight’ lists social marketing as a key resource in tackling the nation’s diet.  

Increasingly, governments are turning to social marketers to help tackle public health 

issues such as obesity (Andreasen, 2002; Herrick, 2007). The Institute of Social 

Marketing (ISM) who were instrumental in the case against tobacco advertising in the 

UK, are now fighting a similar battle against the UK food industry (Hastings et al., 2009). 

Recently, social marketers have adopted the technique of nudging into their toolkit 

(NSMC, 2011; Tapp & Spotswood, 2013). This technique involves altering behaviour, 

typically unbeknown to the consumer, through subtle, indirect suggestions in the 

environment (Thaler & Sunstein, 2008). For example, placing chips at the far end of a 

canteen rather than having them front and centre, in the hope that that fewer chips are 

selected by consumers, is an example of a nudge. Nudges act upon consumers without 

any consent required and are therefore typically cheap and far reaching (Sunstein, 2014).  

Although nudging sounds promising, a dichotomy exists between what nudging involves 

and the founding principles of social marketing. This conflict, recently recognised by 

scholars (Hastings & Domegan, 2017), will be discussed further in chapter 2 The Need to 

Critique Social Marketing. FoP nutrition labelling is a form of nudging (Cioffi et al., 

2015; Roberto & Kawachi, 2014; Scrinis & Parker, 2016; Sunstein, 2014). Thus, by 

examining FoP labels in terms of subjective perceptions, this thesis also contributes by 

assessing how a nudge within society is perceived. It critically assesses whether nudging 

is fit for purpose for social marketers by examining the benefits and pitfalls of employing 

such a technique.   

 

 Structure of Thesis  
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Chapter one introduces the topic of study, contextualises the research and outlines its 

aims and objectives. This chapter highlights the necessity of the research.  

Chapter two is a literature review exploring social marketing as a discipline, and in 

particular, what led to the adoption of nudge techniques and why critique is needed within 

this field.  

Chapter three reviews literature concerning consumer’s perceptions of FoP labels; here 

gaps in nutrition label literature are identified.  

Chapter four addresses the methodological design of the thesis. This includes 

justifications for the epistemological and ontological assumptions, as well as explaining 

why the research methods which were selected. How the data was collected, analysed and 

asserted quality is also discussed here.  

Chapter five presents the analysis of empirical data and synthesises the findings. Scottish 

women’s perceptions of FoP labels are presented. A decision was made to combine the 

findings and discussion chapter so as to ease the flow of reading. Each fining is discussed 

consecutively in relation to previous work, and new insight is drawn. Areas in need of 

future research are also presented throughout chapter five.  

Chapter six summarises the aim, methodological approach and key findings of the thesis. 

Limitations of the study are also outlined in this chapter.  Finally, conclusions and 

implications of the findings are drawn.  
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2 Chapter 2: The Need to Critique Social Marketing  

 

The following chapter contributed to a journal article: -  

Soraghan, C., Thomson, E. & Ensor, J. (2016) Using food labels to evaluate the 

practice of nudging in a social marketing context. Social Business. 6(3), 249-265. 

doi:10.1362/204440816x14811339560893. 

 

 Introduction  

 

Ostensibly social marketing is a harmless endeavour practiced for the greater good. It 

works primarily to change behaviours, enhance people’s lives and bring about prosperity. 

However, it is precisely these qualities which make it somewhat untouchable.  Very few 

authors criticise social marketing because of its wholesome aims. Yet, unintended 

consequences of social marketing campaigns exist, and calls are growing to address the 

lack of critical reflexivity (Bettany & Burton, 2006; Tadajewski & Brownlie, 2008). 

Moreover, social marketing has recently adopted the controversial practice of nudging 

into its toolkit. The aim of this chapter is to examine the origins and theoretical 

underpinnings of social marketing in order to critically review what threats arise through 

the use of this new practice of nudging.   

 

 Origins and Theoretical Underpinnings of Social Marketing 

 

The concept of social marketing was first introduced by Wiebe in 1951, who posed the 

question “Why can’t you sell brotherhood like you sell soap?” (p. 679). In doing so, 

Wiebe, (1951) pondered whether good behaviours could be ‘sold’ in the same sense as 

selling products, and thus ignited the discussion as to how marketing techniques could be 
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systematically applied to improve the lives of citizens. In a subsequent paper (Kotler & 

Zaltman, 1971, p. 3) termed the phrase “social marketing” as a proposed method to 

influence the acceptability of ideas across a society. Marketing, which had traditionally 

been reserved for the promotion of consumption, was beginning to be adapted for public 

health issues (Kotler, and Sidney, Kotler, & Levy, 1969).  

During its inception and initial development social marketing was indeed associated with 

spreading ideas, primarily through health awareness and immunisation programs 

(Wallack, 2002). A 1967 nationwide contraceptive campaign in India is often cited as one 

of the earliest uses of social marketing (Wallack, 2002; Hastings, MacFadyen, and 

Anderson, 2000). By the 1980s social marketing efforts were helping to address 

international crises such as the spread of HIV and sanitation issues. However, the 

discipline required a way in which it could be distinguished from existing health workers 

and thus the focus switched from simple idea-spreading, to measurable behaviour change 

(Andreasen, 2003). The emphasis on behaviour change remains evident in the latest 

definition agreed upon by the International Social Marketing Association (ISMA), the 

European Social Marketing Association (ESMA) and the Australian Association of Social 

Marketing (AASM): - 

“Social marketing seeks to develop and integrate marketing 

concepts with other approaches to influence behaviours that 

benefit individuals and communities for the greater social good” 

(French, 2013, p.1). 

Thus behaviour change remains a core concept within social marketing with some 

prominent figures in the field  referring to it as ‘the bottom line’, or the  mandatory 

element required to claim that social marketing has been applied (Andreasen, 2002; 

Lefebvre, 2011). Crucially, social marketing has always sought to bring about change 



34 

 

through an understanding of people’s lives, motivations and personal requirements. A 

distinguishing characteristic of social marketing is that it tries to bridge the gulf between 

what theory tells us, or what research indicates, and what people themselves perceive to 

be important or necessary for change (Lefebvre, 2009). At its heart then, it is about the 

consumers’ perspective. With its purpose firmly rooted in social change, the scope for its 

use has become extremely wide reaching. The Scottish Government now have a social 

marketing hub which aids in efforts to reduce substance misuse, prevent cancers, improve 

road safety and increase dietary quality, amongst others (ISM, 2017). Yet with this ever-

expanding application comes constant adjustments to what is defined as social marketing.  

Typically, social marketing is applied in three areas – downstream, midstream or 

upstream. The expression down, mid, and up-stream stems from a thought experiment in 

which the best approach to prevent people from drowning in a river is considered 

(Wallack, 2002). The options are to jump in downstream and save people in the event that 

they begin to drown, to position a warning placard midstream, or to venture upstream to 

investigate what causes people to enter the river initially. This analogy is used to assess 

where social marketing efforts are bets placed. Downstream tactics focus on the 

“influences on behaviour at an individual level” (Gordon, 2013, p 1542), midstream 

concerns the immediate environment such as schools and the local community, and 

upstream refers to the institutions and policies that shape the social system in which 

people live. For example, smoking levels could be reduced by informing consumers of 

the health hazards, by banning it at schools or by applying pressure on governments to 

change legislation. Hence there are various avenues open to social markers, and often all 

three tiers are targeted. It is widely acknowledged that a combination of action at all levels 

yields the most effective results (French et al., 2009; Wymer, 2011).  

The disciplines’ initial theoretical underpinnings were developed by Andreasen (2002) 

and the NSMC (2006). These six-part benchmark criteria, see Figure 5, involve – 
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selecting a specific behaviour, researching the influences upon this behaviour, 

segmenting and targeting a particular goup, offering something in exchange for adopting 

the new behaviour, using the full marketing mix to promote the adoption of the change, 

and being weary of competeing forces. This framework has proven to be an effective tool 

for evaluating the success of social marketing campaigns (Stead, Gordon, Angus, and 

McDermott, 2007). Carins and Rundle-Thiele's (2013) review showed that those health-

related social marketing campaigns which followed Andreasen's (2002) benchmark 

criteria more closely, perform best.  

 

 

Figure 5. Social marketing criteria adapted from Andreasen (2002) 

 

As will be discussed in section 2.3 The Adoption of Nudging, the introduction of more 

modern techniques such as nudging, challenges some of the core principles of social 

marketing proposed in Andreasen’s (2002) criteria. Therefore these criteria will be briefly 

summarised below. What follows is a summary of the principles of social marketing and 

the elements used to design a campaign.  

 

Behaviour 
Change

Research

Segmentation 

Exchange

Marketing Mix

Competition
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Behaviour Change  

Interventions should target a specific and measurable behaviour, rather than simply 

promoting awareness, increasing knowledge or altering attitudes. In comparison to 

blanket messages such as the promotion of consuming five pieces of fruit and vegetables 

per day, social marketing campaigns operate on specific behaviours, with specific groups 

of people over a specific period of time (Andreasen, 2002). The new behaviour should be 

adopted by consumers on a voluntary basis – they should be able to see the value in 

adopting this behaviour and choose to engage in the process rather than being forced or 

maipulated in any way.   

 

Research  

Formative research is often cited as the single most important step in social marketing 

(Andreasen, 2006; Carins & Rundle-Thiele, 2013; Hastings, 2007). The aim of 

conducting formative research is to better understand the target audiences’ needs, wants 

and experiences (Andreasen, 2002). The consumer is viewed as an active part of the social 

marketing process (Fox & Kotler, 1980) and gaining insight into their behaviour is crucial 

in shaping a campaign. So rather than a top-down fashion of experts suggesting that 

citizens behave in one way or another, social marketing comprises of a bottom up 

approach whereby the campaign is driven by consumer insight.  Consequently, 

psychological theories of behaviour prove valuable in shaping social marketing 

campaigns. They are used to understand and predict behaviour. Some of the most 

commonly cited theories within the social marketing literature include the Health Belief 

Model (Rosenstock et al., 1988), the Self-Efficacy Theory (Bandura, 1977), the Theory 

of Planned Behaviour (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975), and the Stages of Change Theory 

(Prochaska & DiClemente, 1983). Such models are not designed to explain behaviour, 
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but instead act as a tool to inform our understanding, as well as provide guidance on the 

influences upon behaviour. However, Lefebvre (2009) points out that the role of the social 

marketer is not to rely on theory, but to combine science with an audiences’ perseptecive. 

 “One principle that distinguishes the best social marketers, is an 

unrelenting understanding, empathy and advocacy of the perspective 

of our community that is not slanted by what the theory or research 

evidence does or does not tell us” (p.47) 

 

The unique offering social marketing brings in tackling public health issues, which can 

sometimes be missed by health professionals, is incorporating the consumers’ voice. In 

this sense, social marketing acts as a mediator between how humans ‘ought’ to behave 

according to textbook theoretical accounts and how they actually behave.  

 

Segmentation  

Segmentation is applied in a similar vein to that of commercial marketing, with the goal 

being to target homogenous groups who share behvioural characteristics. Rather than 

targetting anyone who comes into contact with a campaign, it should be instead 

specifically designed to resonate with a specific group. This not only enhances 

performance of the campaign but eases the process of measurng the outcomes. Discerning 

which specific messages will resonate with a specific target group is “the essence of the 

contribution of social marketing processes to social policy planning” (French & Gordon, 

2015, p.75). 

 

Exchange 

The concept of ‘exchange’ proposes that humans are consistently seeking to improve their 

lot, and the decision of whether to partake in an exchange or not is decided upon by a 

form of subjective, cost-benefit analysis, similar to that of rational choice theory 
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(Bagozzi, 1975). The overall worth of adopting a new behaviour or abandoning an 

existing one is calculated by subtracting the costs, from rewards gained, when performing 

that behaviour (Hastings, 2007). Thus, this somewhat simple rationale provides social 

marketers with an extremely significant insight – the target audience must be provided 

with something they value, in exchange for the adopting the desired behaviour. 

Essentially, this is the crux of social marketing. The rewards offered can be tangible (e.g. 

reduced weight) or intangible (e.g. satisfaction) (Gordon et al., 2006). Rothschild (1999) 

points out that campaigns often ignore this crucial element of exchange, and all too often 

assume what citizens’ value, rather than researching what this is.  

 

Marketing Mix 

Borden's (1964) 4P model (Product, Price, Place, and Promotion) can be used to 

operationalise a campaign. Kotler and Zaltman (1971) adapted the 4Ps model from 

commercial marketing for social marketing. By manipulating each ‘P’, the idea is to 

create the optimum strategic ‘mix’ in order to allow citizens to feel ready and able to 

change their behaviour. Repeatedly, even within academic literature, social marketing is 

mistaken for social advertising (Morris and Clarkson, 2009; Dibb, 2014; McAuley, 2014), 

yet there is more to social marketing than posters and flyers. Raising awareness is 

essential, but only constitutes one aspect of the process (NSMC, 2011). Hastings (2007) 

summarises how the marketing mix is applied to aid the design of a social marketing 

campaigns: - 

- Product refers to the desired behaviour. Often a number of interwoven behaviours could 

be targeted to achieve the same goal. For example, a weight-related campaign could 

persuade consumers to make alternative food choices, change personal habits or prepare 

meals in advance. Therefore, it is essential that social marketers understand the specific 

behaviour they wish to change (P. Kotler & Lee, 2008).   
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- Price refers to the cost the target group have to endure in order to adopt a new behaviour 

or abandon an old one. For example, the price of giving up smoking may be psychological 

anguish. The price paid is often abstract, for example in choosing to avoid fast food chains 

young adults may pay the price of ridicule (Stead et al., 2011). 

- Place refers to situation in which the behaviour change takes place, or the location in 

which the behaviour change is promoted. Partnerships between campaigns and 

corporations are fast becoming a modern way of prominently positioning a behaviour 

change campaign (Sorensen et al., 2013).  For example, the ongoing Change4Life 

campaign works in conjunction with large UK supermarkets to help inform consumers 

about various health risks of overconsuming certain nutrients. In partnering supermarkets, 

consumers can download a Change4Life app enabling them to scan bar codes of products 

to reveal the sugar content.  

- Promotion refers to the channels in which the new behaviour is promoted.  The decision 

how to promote information can have a huge influence on how citizens view the 

proposition and how they compare it to competitors’ offerings (Hastings, 2007). The 

distribution channels used by the campaign should correspond to those used by the target 

group.  

The utility of the 4P model (Borden, 1964) within social marketing has come under 

scrutiny lately. Gordon (2012) asserts that the 4P model is too simplistic to encapsulate 

all that is required in social marketing and offers a revised marketing mix which includes 

more modern tools such as relationship building, lobbying, media relations and co-

creation. In contrast to Gordon’s (2012) proposals, the 4Ps model is description-dense 

and struggles to fit with the practicalities of today’s social marketing. Tapp and 

Spotswood's (2013) primary objection with the use of the 4Ps model is the fact that it is 

internally orientated; it encourages social marketers to act on consumers rather than being 
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informed by them. Tapp and Spotswood (2013)  suggest the model is good at 

“retrospectively describing” campaigns rather than aiding in their design (p. 212).   

Yet social marketing as a discipline does not shy away from the fact that a majority of its 

evidence base relies on retrospectively defined campaigns as ‘social marketing’. In Stead 

et al.'s (2007) synthesis of the evidence of social marketing, only six of the 28 campaigns 

reviewed identified as social marketing. Thereby justifying the existence and 

effectiveness of the discipline by rebranding what has been done. A minor point perhaps, 

but it speaks to the idea that the practice should be reflexive and welcoming of critique.  

 

Competition  

Competition refers to the factors that compete against the desired behaviour being 

adopted (Andreasen, 2002). For example, one of the strongest competing factors in 

adopting a healthy diet is the marketing of unhealthy foods. UK spending on junk food 

advertising is 30 times what the Government spend on health promotions (O’Dowd, 

2017). In recognising and minimising such threats, the design of a campaign is better able 

to heighten the desirability of the new behaviour (Andreasen, 2002). The consumers’ own 

inertia, self efficacy and willingness to change, can all pose a challenge in a new 

behaviour being adopted. This is particularly true of social marketing campaigns which 

tend to be used in situations concerning hard-to-reach behaviours, where the target group 

are reluctant to change, and where education and awareness haven’t succeeded 

(Rothschild, 1999).  

 

 The Adoption of Nudging   
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Although social marketing appears to have found its bearings with tried and tested 

benchmark criteria (Andreasen, 2002), a unified pursuit of social good (Lefebvre, 2011) 

and a consensus on the definition (French, 2013), some issues continue to test its core 

principles and change the direction the field is headed. Dominant among these is the 

concern that social marketing primarily exerts pressure on the individual, yet ignores the 

environmental influences upon behaviour (French & Gordon, 2015; Hastings & Donovan, 

2002; Langford & Panter-Brick, 2013; Wallack, 2002). Scholars have long called for 

social marketing to move beyond the individual-facing interventions (downstream), and 

expand into policy development (upstream) (Hastings et al., 2000; Wallack et al., 1993; 

Wymer, 2011). Yet as the demand to move upstream increases, so does the need up update 

the traditional toolkit and embrace techniques such as nudging (Tapp and Spotswood, 

2013).  

Nudge theory originates from behavioural economics. It proposes that psychological 

insights of human behaviour can help to explain and improve upon peoples’ decision 

making.  The concept of nudging was popularised by Thaler and Sunstein's (2008) book, 

Nudge, which propelled the theory into the limelight. Since then, a ‘Behavioural Insight 

Team’ or nudge unit, was formed which continues to operate today. Similar units have 

been established in the US, Denmark, Germany and Belgium (Junghans et al., 2015). The 

purpose of these teams is to explore ways in which the environment can be changed so as 

to surreptitiously alter citizens’ decisions and thereby behaviour.  As well as government 

agents, nudge theory is also employed by social marketers (French, 2011; NSMC, 2011; 

Tapp & Spotswood, 2013). 

Rather than using force or legislation, nudge theory argues that the decisions made by 

individuals can be influenced by exploiting psychological insights of human behaviour. 

Banning junk food in supermarkets would not be considered a nudge, but placing fruit at 

eyelevel would be. Ensaff et al. (2015) for example, demonstrated that simply by altering 
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the layout and labelling of food in a secondary school in England, students were more 

than twice as likely to select healthier food than prior to the intervention. Importantly, the 

choice of food on offer had not been changed, only the presentation.   

Thaler and Sunstein (2008) endorse the use of nudges on the grounds that individuals do 

not make rational decisions, and this imperfection can be exploited. Simply by changing 

the way in which options are presented, people can be ‘nudged’ into making wiser 

decisions. They emphasize a key characteristic of nudging is that the individuals’ freedom 

of choice is maintained, and it should be easy for individuals to passively accept or ignore 

the nudge. Consequently, nudge advocates have dubbed the technique ‘libertarian 

paternalism’. Libertarianism is a political philosophy which promotes that only the very 

minimum government intervention should be exercised, whereas paternalism promotes 

the restriction of liberties in instances which protect the individuals’ well-being. Thus, 

nudging adopts both of these qualities. With a paper titled ‘libertarian paternalism is not 

an oxymoron’ Sunstein and Thaler (2003) assure us that nudging upholds freedom of 

choice whilst simultaneously permitting government interventions. Their reasoning is 

based on the belief that the decisions people make “freely” are imperfect, because they 

are largely influenced by context and framing effects. For example, patients are far more 

likely to agree to a risky medical operation if told that 90% of patients survive, than when 

told that 10% of patients die. Nudging changes the way options are presented to people 

in the environment.  

Psychologist Kahneman's (2011) instrumental book ‘Thinking, Fast and Slow’, offered a 

new way of understanding human cognition which helped to inform Sunstein and Thaler's 

(2003) logic. Kahneman (2011) purports two distinct routes for decision making. System 

1 which makes unconscious, quick-fire decisions based on emotions, habits, and any 

salient information at that time, and System 2 which operates much slower, calculating 

decisions based on potential gains and losses, and considers the overall long term effects. 
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Thaler and Sunstein (2008) argue that much of our decisions are made under the system 

1, which leads to irrational “mindless choosing” (p. 173). For example, people tend to eat 

more if served larger portions. It is this aspect of decision-making which nudging aims to 

target, essentially saving us from ourselves and our flawed inertia.  

 

 Why Nudging is Contentious  

 

Nudging and social marketing evidently share some common goals. Notebly the 

desire to change behaviours and improve social welfare. Yet the use of nudging within 

social marketing is a contentious issue primarily because it challenges some of social 

marketing’s theoretical underpinnings. The question of whether nudging belongs in the 

field of social marketing has been raised, albeit in a more practical sense. French and 

Gordon (2015) reject nudging for two main reasons. Firstly, they propose that nudging is 

not enough for social marketers and that stronger more targeted action is required. Dibb 

(2014) agrees that the problems which social marketers face, tend to command more than 

a nudge to remedy, adding that social marketing is about empowering individuals to make 

choices of their own accord.  Hastings & Domegan (2017) summarise this sentiment by 

stating that “social marketing risks falling into the trap of copying this infantilising 

approach when it resorts to… nudging” (p. 255). What is meant here is that social 

marketers would not benefit from changing behaviours via nudge methods since they 

reduce the cognitive involvement of the individual. Social marketing is instead about 

involving the individual in the change process. Secondly, French and Gordon (2015) 

contend that passively nudging citizens into acting one way or another is not the intention 

of social marketers, since this does not encourage reflection and learning from the 

behaviour change process. Instead,  the purpose of social marketers is to glean in-depth 
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insight into specific groups of citizens and use this to target a specific and measurable 

behaviour. In contrast, nudging is less targeted, and insight from behavioural economics 

is used   to passively act upon consumers without the need for them to learn from the 

process.  

Yet Wymer (2015) endorses the use of nudging as a tool for social marketers, pointing to 

the benefits of its use in eliminating the option for unhealthy lifestyles. For example, if 

the desired behavioural outcome was for sunbathers to use a high sun-protection-factor 

(SPF) cream, one method would be to reduce the number of vendors who sold low SPF 

creams, thereby ‘nudging’ sun-bathers to select higher SPF creams, without their 

knowledge. Similarly, Tapp and Spotswood (2013) do not abolish nudges completely, but 

instead group them into a cluster of social marketing activity involving persuasion 

techniques. They position nudging as a secondary concept, whereas consumer insight is 

deemed a more core concept. 

There is an ongoing debate around what constitutes social marketing and what strategies 

are appropriate for it. However, the National Social Marketing Centre (NSMC, 2011) 

approves of the use of nudging, stating that: - 

“Social marketing encompasses the insights of behavioural 

economics. It is among the methods open to us when planning 

behavioural programmes and campaigns. It can help us to think about 

how we can alter the design of the environment, services or materials 

to make change easier.” (p. 17) 

In a similar vein, Dibb (2014) recommends that rather than debating whether nudges are 

a true representation of social marketing, they should form part of a broad range of tools 

available to social marketers.  Spotswood et al. (2011) request that as nudge techniques 

become more commonplace, the response should be academic discussion and ethical 
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concern, rather than immediate rejection due to ties to outdated definitions or 

longstanding criteria. They conclude that  

"Sometimes the role of social marketing driven by a popular and 

political mandate is to work with citizens to help them ‘save them 

from themselves’… Part of this approach is to sometimes work 

slightly “invisibly” in order to do what is best for both individuals 

and society” (p. 172).  

This account of social marketing contrasts with that discussed in section 2.2 Origins & 

Theoretical Underpinnings. Here nudging is viewed as an appropriate tool for social 

marketers. Its use is permitted in situations where there are gains to be made for the social 

good. In deciding what is good for society, the position of social marketers begins to 

blend with that of politicians. Indeed Dibb and Carrigan (2013, p. 1393) proclaim “if you 

are in social marketing you are in politics”. Consequently, a growing number of authors 

(Donovan, 2011; Lefebvre, 2011; Dibb, 2014) call for the purview of social marketing to 

expand in line with the changing demands of the times, whether that be the incorporation 

of  nudging and involuntary behaviour change if necessary. 

Rather than rely on Thaler and Sunstein's (2008) validations for its use, social marketers 

should be reflexive in their own practices. To disregard the vast volume of insight which 

behavioural economics provides would be negligent, but to ensure some critical discourse 

around its offerings is rational and may even enhance the contribution of social marketers 

in the future. The following section will critically review some issues that have been 

raised in regards to social marketer’s use of nudging. 

 

2.4.1 Eliminates Exchange Aspect  

With social marketing “the aim is to ensure the consumer is an active participant in the 

[behaviour] change process” (French & Gordon, 2015, p 27). Thus, the behaviour change 
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involves some form of cognitive engagement. The notion that a campaign must involve 

cognitive processing on the part of the consumer, was once considered fundamental to 

social marketing. “The central element of any influence strategy is creating attractive and 

motivational exchanges with target audiences” (Andreasen, 2002; p. 7). Thereby 

implying that a conscious exchange of values should occurr.  

In contrast, nudging taps into the unconscious “mindless choosing” aspects of behaviour 

(Thaler and Sunstein, 2008, p. 173), attempting to passively act upon individuals who 

may unknowingly concede without any cognitive engagement. Since decisions are so 

often made in ‘autopilot’ mode, they can be manipulated through slight changes to the 

environment. Thaler and Sunstein (2008) claim that nudges preserve free choice since 

consumers can choose to ignore them if they wish. Yet Selinger & Whyte (2011) argue 

that since nudges work best on consumers who are unaware of their influence, “Thaler 

and Sunstein oversell the choice-preserving and non-intrusive credentials of nudges” (p. 

928). Similarly, Rebonato (2014) argues that consumers are unlikely to scrutinise 

something which impacts upon their ‘mindless choosing’. This suggests, that if social 

marketing campaigns were to incorporate nudging, the cognitive engagement and 

exchange elements which were once so critical to the discipline, may be lost (Soraghan 

et al., 2016). 

 

2.4.2 Eliminates Insight and Segmentation Aspect  

 

Social marketing was founded upon consumer insight, with campaigns built around the 

consumers’ perspective, as discussed in section 2.2. For example, if a target group were 

more concerned with the cost of a healthy diet than the health benefits, then campaign 

would prioritise cost-related messages. Segmentation and targeting are elementary 
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aspects of marketing. Consumers must be targeted with messages which specifically 

resonate with them  (French & Gordon, 2015).  

Yet nudging is founded on something wholly different. Thaler and Sunstein (2008) justify 

the use of nudges purely on the predictable irrationality, and unconscious biases in human 

behaviour. Cognitive biases occur due to the automatic and unconscious way in which 

humans’ process information. Nudges are designed to tap into the fallibility of human 

error. Behavioural economics forms the grounds on which interventions are designed in 

nudging, rather than the consumer insight as with social marketing (Lefebvre, 2009). 

Thus, social marketing and nudging seek behaviour change from completely different 

starting points.  

Consumer insight enables social marketers to form multipronged approaches, operating 

down, mid and up-stream, as discussed in section 2.2. Whereas nudges operate solely at 

the downstream, individual level. Gigerenzer (2015) argues that designing campaigns 

around an understanding of human behaviour as ‘irrational’ and ‘flawed’ is misleading at 

best, and at worst destructive. It belittles what is required to remedy social problems. 

Individuals make poor life choices due to a whole host of reasons, not simply due to 

unconscious heuristics. This tendency within nudging, to reduce behaviours to their 

simplest of form in terms of unconscious fallacies, means that the blame for ‘bad’ 

behaviours is placed firmly on the individual. As discussed in section 2.2, social 

marketing is attempting to move beyond the individual facing campaigns and operate 

more upstream. Therefore, the use of nudges may inhibit this growth, directing attention 

back towards the individual level (Soraghan et al., 2016).        

By adopting nudging and neglecting consumer insight, social marketers may be inclined 

to ignore the broader social reasons that created certain behaviours in the first place. For 

example, the corporate world’s excessive expenditure on  marketing campaigns which 
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encourage unhealthy lifestyles.  Many scholars (Goodwin, 2012; Marteau et al., 2011; 

Mullane & Sheffrin, 2012) are beginning to query the sensibility of ploughing resources 

into nudging techniques which are “simultaneously neutralized by marketing strategies” 

(Junghans et al., 2015, p. 3). Here the argument is that, a small nudge towards selecting 

fruit over chocolate in the supermarket, will be drowned out by the food industry’s 

disproportionate push towards selecting chocolate in the first place. Social marketers may 

wish to refrain from using tools which have limited impact upon behaviour change and 

adopt a narrow focus (Soraghan et al., 2016).       

 

2.4.3 Eliminates Voluntary Choice Aspect 

 

Social marketing traditionally involved persuading individuals to change their behaviour 

on a voluntary basis, as discussed in section 2.2 (Andreasen, 1995). The significance of 

including ‘voluntary’ in the paramameters of what constitues social marketing is that it 

put the onus on the individuals themselves to choose to change. Social marketing is not 

about coercing people into behaviour, rather it seeks to find the best possible way to 

enable people to chose the desireable behaviour themselves (NSMC, 2006; Lefebvre, 

2011). In contrast, nudges by design are inconspicuous. They are not considered to be 

chosen by consumers, but instead to seamlessly act upon them. Nudging eliminates the 

possibility of consumers voluntarily choosing to engage in the process or campaign. Thus 

the freedom of choice and voluntary elements of social marketing are lost when nudges 

are employed (Rebonato, 2014).  

This is one of the most commonly disputed issue concerning the use of nudges –do 

consumers have the ability to ‘opt out’ of a nudge and is their free will compromised 

(Whitehead, 2014)? Sunstein (2014) claims that since FoP labels are not mandatory on 
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the part of manufacturers (manufacturers can choose whether or not to present them), or 

on the part of consumers (who can choose whether or not to use them), they do uphold 

freedom of choice. And with free choice comes the option of engaging in the exchange 

process or not.  

If social marketers lose key elements of their practice by adopting nudging, such as the 

notion that consumers should have free choice to engage with a campaign or not, then 

consumers also lack any voice in the design of public health promotions. It begs the 

question as to who gets to decide which behaviours are ‘good’ and which should be 

promoted to the masses? Both social marketing and nudging are criticised for assuming 

superiority within society (Mullane, 2012), yet at least social marketing is conducted in 

clear view of its audience. Nudges can arise with scant public deliberation or debate, 

leaving the rationale for promoting one behaviour over another obscure (Baldwin, 2014).   

However, others challenge the notion that the behaviour change must be voluntary within 

social marketing.  Donovan and Henley (2003) explain that ‘involuntary’ behaviour is 

particularly relevant in upstream cases where the goal is often to change laws and 

regulations. For example, the social marketing efforts exercised to help abloish smoking 

in public places in the UK, essentially eliminated the ‘voluntary’ element of behaviour 

change for smokers (Spotswood et al., 2011). Therefore debate is ongoing as to whether 

social marketing efforts must target voluntary behaviours or not, but what is agreed upon 

is that their efforts are made in the interest of the public (Hastings & Domegan, 2017; 

NSMC, 2011).  

Yet Tadajewski et al. (2011) point out that if social markets were to engage in a reflexive 

process it might become apparent that their goals are so often tied to governments, 

corporations and sponsorships, rather than the interest of the public. The use of nudging 

ties social marketers even close to the interests of these bodies. The public’s voice is lost, 
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and instead broad-brush strategies are rolled out to the masses in the pretence of 

governments ‘doing their bit’.   Mullane (2012) found a lack of transparency across 

nudges which are currently in place in the UK, concluding that it is unclear what evidence 

is used to form the basis for nudging, how they are operating, and if governments actually 

use them to improve social welfare or simply to reduce costs. 

Recently, French & Gordon (2015) proposed that social marketing campaigns should 

incorporate the consumer’s perspective into the design process, with their wants, needs 

and values being considered throughout. Thereby enabling, they claim, consumers to have 

some say over which behaviours are selected and how these behaviours are changed. “At 

its core strategic social marketing seeks to influence social policy selection and 

programme delivery to reflect citizens’ wants, needs and values” (p. 138). This outlook 

is directly contrasting to the position of nudges which lack any input from consumers. 

They are specifically designed to blend into the fabric of society and therefore they attract 

far less input or opposition from consumers (Chriss, 2015). Nudges act upon human 

behaviour, without a need to involve opinion. In this sense, nudging is counterproductive 

to the recent calls made by French & Gordon (2015). Thus, there is a concern that in 

social marketers adopting the practice of nudging, some of their core values are 

compromised.  

 

2.4.4 Eliminates Measurability Aspect  

 

With social marketing, the behaviour targeted for change should be measurable 

(Andreasen, 2002), as discussed in section 2.2.  Social marketers aim to minimise 

inadvertent outcomes by assessing measurable changes (Hastings et al., 2000). Yet there 

are numerous ways in which consumers will react to a nudge and this is very hard to 
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predict, consequently the impact nudges have is currently unclear (Mullane & Sheffrin, 

2012). Huang and Baum (2012) liken nudging to a game of billiards. After breaking, some 

balls will move away, and others will move towards the instigator. In the same way, some 

people will naturally accept the nudge whilst others will repel, making them a risky 

concept to invest in.  As a result, nudges can cause a variety of outcomes, including 

inadvertent consequences.  

For those that naturally ‘move away’ from the nudge, the consequences may be subtly 

destructive. Those that are able to act in accordance with the nudge are viewed as good 

citizens while those that are unable to may feel inadequate (Puhl et al., 2013). This 

stigmatisation effect could ultimately reinforce the very behaviours that nudging aims to 

reduce (Budewig et al., 2004), as consumers feel ashamed and incapable and a downward 

spiral ensues.  Moreover, the results of a nudge can be deceptive. Using menu-labelling 

as an example, Huang and Baum (2012) point out that a nudge campaign to reduced 

calorie intake in one setting, may not be effective in other settings or on a long term basis, 

and it is generally unclear what impact nudging has on other facets of life.  

Another possible outcome may be that a combination of social marketing and nudging 

may result in consumers feeling stifled by the Government’s insistent messaging on how 

to behave, and as a result rebel (Mullane & Sheffrin, 2012). Over time consumers may 

become sensitised or come to reject provisions from the Government. Individuals may 

“view the governmental project of ameliorating a broad range of social pathologies as 

manipulative and outright social control” (Chriss, 2015, p. 57). It is possible then, that the 

use of nudging could unintentionally contribute to consumers’ distrust in Government 

institutions and their messages.  

A key aspect of social marketing involves assessing the corrosive effect that commercial 

marketing has on society, and building evidence to support the introduction of counter 
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policies (ISM, 2017).  For example, the Institute of Social Marketing were instrumental 

in building a case against the use of junk-food advertising aimed at children, which has 

subsequently been banned during children’s TV programmes (ISM, 2017). Yet the 

developers of the nudge technique emphasise that nudges can be used to save 

governments money, by cutting expenditure on health incentives in exchange for simple 

environmental changes (Thaler & Sunstein, 2008). Thus, on one hand social marketers 

aim to help to introduce new policies, yet on the other, they aim to eradicate the need for 

certain policies in exchange for cost-cutting nudges. Legislation change evidently has the 

strongest impact on behaviour change. Thus by nonchalantly supporting nudges, social 

marketers may be indirectly reducing the possibility of counter policies being enacted 

(Soraghan et al., 2016). This section has summarised why the adoption of nudging is a 

contentious issue for social marketers, the following section will explore potential ways 

in which this practice could be critiqued.  

 

 Critical Marketing   

 

Evidently there is a need to critique nudging before it is adopted by social marketers. To 

establish if the contentions outlined in section 2.4 are warranted, a nudge will be 

examined in practice. In doing so this thesis questions if nudging is fit-for-purpose for 

social marketers and adopts a critical lens over the practice as a whole. But what might a 

critique of social marketing look like?  

Critical marketing should provide some answers. Critical marketing involves assessing 

the damage caused by marketing within society and attempts to address the power 

imbalances related to these. It is “concerned with challenging marketing concepts, ideas 

and ways of reflection that present themselves as ideologically neutral or that otherwise 
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have assumed a taken-for-granted status” (Tadajewski et al., 2011. p.83). In marketing, 

the ‘taken-for-granted’ ideas involve a prevailing ideology that marketing should be tied 

to corporate interests. That, for example marketing should continue to push consumption 

ideals despite its destruction of the planet. In a nutshell, critical marketing is the practice 

of shining a critical lens over the way marketing is theorised and the effects it has on 

society.  

By this logic, critical social marketing (CSM) should involve assessing the damage that 

social marketing causes within society and address its power imbalances too. However, 

this is not the case. In fact, the literature is almost entirely void of voices concerned over 

the role that social marketing plays within society. One reason for this may be that the 

endeavours of social marketers tend to be ‘for the greater good’. They set out with the 

aim of improving society’s welfare, thus, their campaigns go unchallenged. The need to 

be critical of social marketing is less apparent. Whereas with commercial marketing, it is 

far easier to see the damage being done – excessive marketing of consumerism leads to, 

for example, waste and pollution. It is as though since social marketing proclaims 

wholesome aims, it can do no wrong and need not be critiqued.  

However, some studies are surfacing which allude to the possibility that social marketing 

campaigns can have inadvertent effects (Budewig et al., 2004; Gurrieri et al., 2013; Kleef 

& Dagevos, 2011). In a rare yet illuminating review, Pechmann and Slater (2005) describe 

eight negative consequences which may arise as a result of social marketing, For example, 

stimulating interest in an undesirable behaviour, or targeting the wrong audience. Each 

consequence identified is supported with experimental data. Wymer (2015) describes the 

unintended consequences of social marketing as “seriously neglected” (p.114), especially 

when considering that the goal of these campaigns is often to shape social norms. Thus, 

it should be recognised that good intentions can produce negative outcomes. 
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This lack of any real CSM being performed adds to the credence that nudging as a new 

social marketing technique, should be scrutinised. Even the commonly cited definitions 

used to explain CSM, are void of any critique of social marketing practices. Gordon 

(2011) who dominates the literature in this area, defines it as: - 

“critical research from a marketing perspective on the impact commercial 

marketing has upon society, to build the evidence base, inform upstream 

efforts such as advocacy, policy and regulation, and inform the 

development of downstream social marketing interventions.” (p. 89) 

This definition suggests that CSM involves only an assessment of the harmful effects that 

commercial marketing creates. This definition is supported by others who define CSM as 

the gathering and disseminating of negative impacts that commercial marketing has on 

society (Dann, 2010; French et al., 2009).  

Why would social marketers rely on a critique of commercial marketing rather than being 

reflective of their own practices? As Gordon’s (2011) quote above suggests, one reason 

is that assessing the impact of commercial marketing, often provides support for certain 

social marketing ventures, particularly that of upstream campaigns. For example, if the 

goal was to reduce childhood obesity, one way to achieve this would be to develop 

legislation against the TV advertising of junk foods targeted towards children. Therefore, 

social marketers often critiquing commercial marketing by researching and reporting on 

its damning effects, in order to bolster their cause – in this case reduce childhood obesity. 

However, there is a need to critique social marketing practices too (Langford & Panter-

Brick, 2013; Tadajewski, 2010; Tadajewski & Brownlie, 2008).  

One way to critique social marketing is to continually challenge or question the prevailing 

beliefs and norms held within the discipline. To uncover the role of, and potential damage 

caused by, the status quo. In applying this to social marketing, the status quo is a belief 
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that social marketing campaigns can do no harm, which leads to power imbalances. 

Tadajewski (in Varey & Pirson, 2014)  points to the power imbalance in terms of the 

consumers not having a say in whether they are targeted in social marketing campaigns. 

“social marketing aims to change the behaviour of people acting in 

ways deemed problematic by a variety of interest groups; not 

necessarily considered as such by the people targeted for intervention 

themselves. This raises the spectre of manipulation, especially if the 

‘consumer’ is someone to whom social marketing endeavours are 

done to, rather than someone extensively consulted during the 

development of a programme.” (p. 44) 

 

Thus, there is a power imbalance which needs addressing. In addition, the new use of 

nudging makes this power imbalance even greater since consumers may never know that 

that they were even targeted. Very few studies have examined how consumers feel about 

being nudged, with Junghans et al. (2015) claiming to have conducted the first in the UK. 

Further power imbalances could be caused by only a select few benefiting from a nudge, 

while others are left behind. 

Therefore, it appears that critical social marketing is not yet being practiced adequately. 

This thesis attempts to add to the limited critique of social marketing endeavours, 

beginning with that of nudging. Being critical involves reflexivity (Fournier & Grey, 

2000) which is lacking within social marketing (Langford & Panter-Brick, 2013; 

Tadajewski, 2010; Tadajewski & Brownlie, 2008). Therefore, this thesis is reflective 

upon the practice of nudging as a social marketing technique, questioning if it is in sync 

with the intentions of the discipline.   
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 Summary 

 

Social marketers face an ever-evolving array of issues. As the discipline develops, the 

foundations on which it sits are challenged. Recently, the National Social Marketing 

Centre (NSMC, 2011) approved the use of nudging, deeming it a satisfactory choice of 

method available. Yet this is a controversial practice and debate has arisen as to whether 

nudging should be adopted into the social marketing toolkit (Dann, 2010).  

Fundamental to the arguments against the use of nudging in a social marketing sphere, is 

that nudging is by and large, at odds with some of the founding principles on which social 

marketing is based. The two practices share an overarching goal of improving social 

welfare yet come at this from very distinct perspectives.  For example, social marketing 

advocates the use of consumer involvement in the behaviour change process, whereas 

nudges operate at a covert level attracting far less involvement from the consumer. 

Another line of reasoning in opposition to the use of nudges stems from the lack of clarity 

in assessing their impact (Huang and Baum, 2012).   

It is therefore an opportune time to critique this practice and add to much needed 

discussion around reflexivity in social marketing (Bettany & Woodruffe-Burton, 2009; 

Tadajewski, 2010; Varey & Pirson, 2014). Nudging may be advantageous in some 

circumstances and thus may have a role in helping to tackle certain issues. This thesis 

attempts to unveil some potential drawbacks involved in using this complex intervention 

for behaviour change. Some suggest that clinging to the origins of a discipline only serves 

to promulgate a restrictive view of the field (Dibb & Carrigan, 2013). In contrast, this 

thesis contends that by continuously examining the origins of social marketing alongside 

the practices that are used today, reflection is encouraged, as is consideration for the 

appropriateness of certain tools being used.   
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This thesis asserts that if nudging is to be so readily admitted by social marketers, it should 

receive more scrutiny. To justify moving into this realm of covert operations, Spotswood 

et al. (2011) call for more explicit ethical guidance to be created. Another starting point 

may be to examine an example of nudging in practice and bring its criticisms to bear. The 

following section attempts to do just this by investigating an example nudge - that of front 

of pack nutrition labels. The following section will explore what is known about how this 

nudge, FoP labels, are currently perceived and interpreted by consumers.  

  



58 

 

3 Chapter 3: Nutrition Labels 

 

The following chapter contributed to two conference papers: - 

Soraghan, C. (2016) ‘Implications of nudge marketing: A case study of nutrition labels’ 

presented at the European Social Marketing Conference, Aalto, Finland 

Soraghan, C. (2017) ‘Applying a strategic social marketing perspective to nutrition 

label use’, presented at Academy of Marketing Conference, Hull 

 

 Introduction  

 

Front of pack (FoP) nutrition labelling is a form of nudging (Cioffi et al., 2015; Roberto 

& Kawachi, 2014; Scrinis & Parker, 2016; Sunstein, 2014). The author of Nudge, in 

which the concept was born, states that  “in government, nudges include… nutrition facts 

panels on food…which provides a simple guide for healthy eating” (Sunstein, 2014, 

p.583). FoP labels are designed to ‘nudge’ consumers into making healthier consumption 

choices. Therefore a critical literature review was conducted in order to answer ‘what is 

known about how this nudge operates in society today?’. A brief summary of legislation 

concerning FoPs is first summarised, followed by a review of studies examining how FoP 

labels perform. Bryman & Bell (2015) suggest outlining the purpose of a literature review 

before conducting one. Thus, the purpose of this literature review was to  

- To build up a picture of how FoP labels perform in the UK 

- To critically examine FoP labels as a nudge in society  

- To critically examine how FoP labels are perceived  

- To summarise and reflect upon what methods are typically used in 

understating this phenomenon    
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Originally the aim was to review only those studies conducted using UK-based 

consumers, however with so few available, the scope was expanded to include European-

wide studies. This chapter concludes with a summary of the main findings of the literature 

review.  

 

 Current Legislation  

 

The impetus towards nutrition labelling grew due to the trend in pre-packaged foods, a 

change in preparation methods, and the development of multinational products (Cheftel, 

2005). The EU’s interest in nutrition labels arose due to a drive for a common market 

place in which food products could be sold easily across countries (Moore, 2001), 

combined with the need to inform and protect consumers (Cheftel, 2005). Today, the 

purpose of nutrition labels has moved prominently into a diet/weight-management role. 

Nutrition labels are viewed as an unobtrusive, far reaching and relatively cheap measure 

of informing consumers (WHO, 2012). The UK Government’s white paper ‘Choosing 

Health’, called for nutritional information to be displayed front of pack in prominent 

consumer vision (Food Standards Agency, 2004). As a result, The Food Standard Agency, 

which has since been replaced with Food Standard Scotland, developed the first traffic 

light labelling system in 2004.   

Difficulties arose when large retailers such as Sainsbury’s and Waitrose began developing 

their own version of traffic light labels (Grunert and Wills, 2007). Research indicates that 

the varying formats being used in the market caused consumers to feel confused and 

misguided (Grunert and Wills, 2007). Exacerbating the issue, the food industry opposed 

the use of traffic light labels (Lobstein et al., 2007), especially the ‘damning red stickers’ 



60 

 

since they discourage consumption (Peretti, 2012). Thus, an alternative FoP label, the 

Guideline Daily Amount (GDA) was devised by an industry body, the Institute of Grocery 

Distribution (Rayner et al., 2004). This system displays the percentage that each key 

nutrient (salt, sugar, saturates and fat) provides of a consumer’s recommended daily 

intake. With retail giants Tesco and Morrisons adopting GDA, the use of both GDA and 

traffic light labels became widespread across the UK (Benelam, 2013).  

Recent changes at a European level have since forced the UK to adopt a single format 

which has become very prominent within the UK, displayed on almost 80% of all 

processed foods (EUFIC, 2018). Despite this, the influence of FoPs upon actual 

consumption chocies remains limited (Crockett et al., 2018; Vasiljevic et al., 2015). 

Nutrition labelling in Scotland is governed both by national policy and EU legislation. 

The European Commission’s (2007) white paper ‘Strategy on Nutrition, Overweight and 

Obesity’, sparked the need for EU-wide consistent FoP labels (EU, 2011), and 

subsequently the release of The Provision of Food Information to Consumers (FIC) 

regulation which passed in 2011. The FIC EU regulation number 1169/2011, stipulates 

the content and style in which all EU members must provide nutritional information on 

pre-packaged foods (EU, 2011). The aim of the FIC regulation is to ensure the “protection 

of consumers’ health and interests by providing a basis for consumers to make informed 

choices and safe use of food” (EU, 2011, p.1). 

 Under this regulation, nutritional information on the back of pack (BoP), as displayed in 

Figure 6., is mandatory, whereas nutritional content on the front of pack (FoP) it is 

voluntary. The Scottish Government advocates that all manufacturers should adopt this 

FoP labelling system (The Scottish Government, 2014). 
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Figure 6. Mandatory Back of Packet Nutrition Information Grid, source: (UK Gov., 2013) 

 

This tabular BoP information is now mandatory almost worldwide (EUFIC, 2015). 

However, many consumers find the original BoP format difficult to interpret 

(Scarborough, Matthews, et al., 2015). With rising obesity rates, policymakers recognised 

the need to adjust nutrition labelling into a format which consumers would actually use. 

Thus, the supplementary front of pack information was introduced.    

The FoP label is voluntary. It is at the manufacturers’ discretion whether to use FoP labels. 

Presenting this label only becomes mandatory if a health claim is made on the packet, 

such as ‘low fat’ (European Union, 2011). FoP labels must be provided in one of two 

formats, energy alone or energy plus fat, saturates, sugars and salt. The information may 

be presented per 100g/ml only; per 100g/ml and per portion; or on a per portion basis 

only. Additionally, percentage reference intakes (RIs), which represent the maximum 

recommended nutrient intake, may be provided per 100g/ml and/or per portion.  

Where the UK differs from other EU nations is in regards to the controversial use of 

colour on FoP nutrition labelling. The FIC regulation does permit colour, yet currently 

only the UK and South Korea have opted to include a colour-coded system known as the 
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traffic light system (EUFIC, 2015). The UK has opted for a hybrid format combing traffic 

light coding with GDA information, as depicted in Figure 7. The traffic light coding 

indicates the levels of key nutrients within products by displaying them as red, amber or 

green to indicate high, medium or low, respectively.  

 

Figure 7. Nutrition Label with UK's traffic light system, source: (The Scottish 

Government, 2013a) 

 

Although a unified UK FoP label appears to have been decided upon, the GDA-TL system 

is not without criticisms.  It has been said to overly simplify what is required for a healthy 

diet by focussing on reducing certain negative nutrients (Scarborough, Matthews, et al., 

2015). Additionally, a fundamental assumption of FoP labels is that they will facilitate in 

the decision-making process for consumers, but this rationalises consumption choices 

into deliberate actions  (Lähteenmäki, 2015). Food choices are made with low 

involvement (Kleef & Dagevos, 2011). Lobstein et al. (2007) estimate that the decision-

making process of an average food product occurs within a 4-to-10 second time frame. 

The following section will review what is known about consumer’s use of FoP labels, 

with particular interest being paid to how they are perceived.   

 

 FoP Labels: A Literature Review 

 

3.3.1 Do FoP Labels Impact Diet? 
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Assessing if nutrition label use corresponds to changes in purchasing and consumption 

habits is difficult to measure. Therefore, evidence in this domain is lacking, and results 

are mixed. Earlier systematic reviews (Cowburn & Stockley, 2005; Grunert & Wills, 

2007) conclude that the use of label information can alter overall food purchase 

behaviour. However, a recent synthesis of the evidence on actual purchasing and 

consumption found no significant effects of nutritional labelling (Vasiljevic et al., 2015) 

However, those who use nutrition labels have been shown to have a higher quality of diet 

(Pérez-Escamilla & Haldeman, 2002). Previous research has pointed out that the 

relationship between label use and diet appears to be bi-directional, meaning that those 

who already have a healthy diet are more likely to use nutrition labels in the first place 

(Campos et al., 2011), therefore the direction of influence is unclear. On the contrary, 

Cooke and Papadaki (2014) showed that for young adults in the UK  label use did not 

correlate with dietary quality. Curiously, label use was even found to negatively predict 

dietary quality, suggesting that those who are using nutrition labels are not benefiting 

from them in the intended way.  

Similarly, in a large-scale intervention study where traffic light (TL) labels were 

introduced on food products at a University canteen, students perceived the presence of 

the labels as helpful. They claimed to appreciate the TL labels, believed that they were 

having an effect on their consumption choices, and wished for the TL labelling system to 

remain in place. Yet the results indicated no significant effect on calories consumed 

(Seward et al., 2016). This suggests that consumers may assume they know how to use 

TL labels appropriately, when in fact they do not. This is why subjective understanding 

is as important to study as objective understanding. A body of work is growing which 

investigates the impact of introducing FoP labels to University canteens, but so far results 

are inconsistent (Liu, Hoefkens, & Verbeke, 2015).     
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There are studies which show that the presence of FoP labels enable consumers to select 

the healthier option between alternatives (Feunekes et al., 2008; Scarborough, Matthews, 

et al., 2015), however such studies are conducted in lab based settings and consequently 

do not represent real-world scenarios. Moreover, just because FoP labels have been 

shown to allow consumers to select heathier products, does not mean that this ability will 

transfer into real life habits. Aware of this, Aschemann-Witzel et al. (2013) examined 

both the ability to use TL labels to select healthier products, and motivation to do so. 

Consumers were asked to first select a product from a range of products which they would 

choose to buy, then sort this range by healthiness, and then rate the perceived helpfulness 

of the label in making these choices. TL labels were shown to improve ability to select 

healthier products, and perceived useful in doing so, but did not influence consumer’s 

choice of product. Again, the use of a quantitative design allowed for no explanations to 

be drawn out, nor any reasoning provided by consumers. This study is similar to that of 

Liu et al. (2014) who showed that the presence of calorie labels increased consumers’ 

ability to identify healthier foods, but had no impact on choice. There is a need to uncover 

why FoP labels do not seem to influence choice, despite consumers being able to use the 

labels adequately.  

In terms of real-world testing the introduction of traffic light labels on food products 

within a sports centre were shown to increased purchase of healthy, and reduced purchase 

of unhealthy foods (Olstad et al., 2015). However, naturally, the behaviour of those within 

sports centres is not representative of the UK population. Similar findings were obtained 

in a US based hospital where the introduction of a red label on unhealthy foods and a 

green label on healthy foods resulted in increased sales of healthy foods (Thorndike et al., 

2014). However, UK consumers have had more exposure to TL labels and thus the 

behaviour of US consumers only provides a gauge.   
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During a 12-month quasi-experiment involving FoP icons being placed on items in 

vending machines across schools and work places in the UK, there was no effect found 

on sales of items (Mozaffarian et al., 2012). This may be explainable by the fact that 

consumers tend to use FoP labels for items they expect to be healthy, and less for 

indulgent items (EUFIC, 2009), which are generally what is found within vending 

machines. However, when TL labels were introduced to a range of ready meals and 

sandwhiches within a popular UK supermarket chain, again there was no effect found on 

sales of the healthier options (Sacks et al., 2009). Overall this makes for a damning 

prospect that despite all of the research around FoP labels, their presence may potentially 

have very little impact upon diet. It also speaks to the need to understand consumers’ 

perceptions in more detail and understand why attitudes appear favourable yet use appears 

negligible.   

 

3.3.2 Do Consumers Use FoP Labels? 

 

Generally, interest and self-reported use of labels is high in the UK (Campos et al., 2011; 

Grunert, 2016; Malam et al., 2009). In a questionnaire using a representative sample of 

UK adults, 66% of respondents claimed to use labels and search for nutritional 

information (The Food Standard Agency, 2008). However, there are inconsistencies 

between studies as to what “use” actually refers to (Campos et al., 2011; Hieke & Taylor, 

2012). Regardless, UK consumers do appear to at least claim to use nutrition labels often, 

especially in comparison to other EU countries. Grunert et al., (2010) compared label use 

across six European countries, and found that UK shoppers were most likely to claim to 

use nutrition labels, as well as interpret them correctly. Yet Scottish adults are 

significantly less likely to refer to nutrition labels than adults elsewhere in the UK (Food 

Standard Agency, 2008).  
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A major shortcoming of nutrition label research is the reliance on self-reported use, which 

is likely to inflate results (Cowburn & Stockley, 2005; Grunert & Wills, 2007). 

Quantitative studies reflecting high levels of label use are contradicted by the low levels 

found during observational studies (Malam et al., 2009). One reason for this may be that 

consumers feel compelled to provide socially desirable answers, as in to answer in such 

a way that will be viewed favourably by the researcher (Fisher & Katz, 1993). Eye 

tracking studies are starting to accumulate in order to gain a more in depth understanding 

of label use (Graham et al., 2012), however even these are prone to subject bias – whereby 

the participant is influenced by the presence of the researcher, and in this case the added 

distraction of bulky eye-tracking devices.  

When assessing consumers’ use of labels, previous research often employs a simple 

question of how often nutrition labels are read (never/sometimes/always) (Blitstein & 

Evans, 2006; Gorton, 2007; Herpen et al., 2012; Malam et al., 2009; Raspberry et al., 

2007). Applying this style of quantitative enquiry into human behaviour is fraught with 

complications. Label use is a complex human behaviour, and subject to a wide range of 

influences.  It is not clear how or when consumers use labels to make decisions about the 

healthiness of a product (Scarborough, Matthews, et al., 2015).  

Numerous studies have sought to profile determinants of label use. The most frequent 

nutrition label users are reportedly educated, white women, especially those who are 

parents  (Campos et al., 2011; Grunert & Wills, 2007; Hieke & Taylor, 2012; Mozaffarian 

et al., 2012) . Least frequent users tend to be male or the overweight or obese (Grunert et 

al., 2010). Gender appears to be strongly linked to label use with women using labels 

more frequently than men (Grunert, Wills, et al., 2010; Hoefkens et al., 2011; Stran & 

Knol, 2013). However it has been suggested that this is a result of women having a higher 

nutritional knowledge, and when this is accounted for, gender is not a significant indicator 

of label use (Rodolfo, 2000). Women tend to have a stronger interest in healthy eating 
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than men (Grunert, Wills, et al., 2010; Lähteenmäki, 2015) which is a predictor for label 

use (Cooke & Papadaki, 2014; Hess et al., 2011). Several studies indicate that nutrition 

labels tend to be used more by older individuals than younger adults (Grunert and Wills, 

2007; Campos et al., 2011), which could be explained by an increased interest in health 

with age. Lastly, socioeconomic status is another strong predictor of label use, with 

people from higher SES groups interpreting nutrition labels more accurately and using 

labels more frequently than those of lower SES (Hess et al., 2011; Huang et al., 2004; 

Kim & Kim, 2009; Malam et al., 2009; Sinclair et al., 2013; Todd & Variyam, 2008). 

Somewhat unsurprisingly, white, middle class, middle aged, women of higher SES tend 

to use labels most.  

Label use within the UK is also predicted by nutrition knowledge and attitudes towards 

health (Cooke & Papadaki, 2014), by dietary quality (Miller et al., 2015) and by an 

interest in healthy eating (Grunert, Wills, et al., 2010; Sharf et al., 2012). This helps to 

build up a picture of who typical users are and what factors have an influence upon label 

use. However Grunert et al. (2010) stress that numerous studies analyse determinants of 

label use, but “leave open the question whether, for example, a lower use of nutrition 

information… is due to lower nutrition knowledge, lower interest in healthy eating, or 

other factors” (p. 177). Meaning that research is needed to drill down into the reasons for 

these findings. It is apparent who uses them and the characteristics of these people, but 

now research is needed to explore why this is the case, as well as examine who doesn’t 

use them and how they can be motivated to do so.  

 

3.3.3 Do Consumers Understand FoP Labels? 

 

Using nutrition labels is only worthwhile if they are interpreted correctly. Systematic 

reviews indicate that comprehension tends to be greatest in young, well educated, females 
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(Campos, Doxey, & Hammond, 2011; Malam et al., 2009, Raspberry, et al., 2007). 

Comprehension is significantly linked to prior nutritional knowledge (Campos et al., 

2011; Grunert, Wills, et al., 2010; Raspberry et al., 2007), attitudes towards health (Cooke 

& Papadaki, 2014) and health-related motivations (Hess et al., 2011). People from higher 

SES have been shown to interpret nutrition labels more accurately than those of lower 

SES (Grunert et al., 2010; Sinclair et al., 2013). Some studies have shown that 

comprehension of nutrition labels leads to higher levels of use (Bialkova & Trijp, 2011; 

Visschers et al., 2010), whereas others have shown that comprehension has little effect 

on engagement with labels (Grunert, Fernández-Celemín, et al., 2010).  

One study which did use the UK’s GDA-TL label with UK consumers found that label 

use was relatively high, and the majority of consumers could understand them and use 

them to infer the healthiness of a product (Grunert, Wills, et al., 2010). This study used a 

mixed methods design; however, the interview section was highly structured. Consumers 

were simply asked whether they had used the labels and to recall nutritional information 

on products they had purchased. They were not permitted any time to talk spontaneously 

about their perceptions of labels. 

The bulk of previous nutrition label research has focused on comprehension of labels in 

a bid to decipher which format is ‘best’ (Ducrot et al., 2016; Grunert, 2016; Hodgkins et 

al., 2011; Kleef & Dagevos, 2011). This was in-part due to the wide range of labels 

available across the EU, and the slow pace at which legislation could regulate their use. 

The focus on comprehension made sense at the time because the race was on to show 

which labels consumers understood more easily. However, the UK has now decided upon 

a label format (the GDA-TL label) and so there is a need to assess its effectiveness, rather 

than continuously compare it to alternatives. Hamlin (2015) summarises this point, 

explaining that the majority of existing research has been ‘developmental’ in nature, in 

comparing various forms of labels. Yet the continuation of developmental research is 
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futile. The industry has moved into a ‘deployment’ stage and thus more deployment 

research is needed – as in assessing the effectiveness of the deployed label format 

(Hamlin, 2015). The UK is in the midst of deploying a unified GDA-TL system, making 

the evaluation of this specific system pertinent.  

Experimental economists and cognitive scientists now generally agree that traffic light 

labels are “easier and faster to evaluate and manipulate than GDA” labels (Muller & 

Prevost, 2015, p.26). Yet comprehension does not necessitate use. Grunert (2016) 

summarises that after a decade of research it is well established that comprehension of 

FoP labels is not the issue, consumers do understand the majority of label types and can 

use them to select healthier products but are not motivated to do so. A gap exists in terms 

of understanding what drives some consumers to use labels and others to ignore them 

(Cowburn and Stockley, 2005). In a recent global update, the European Food Information 

Council identified four key areas in need of further research, one being “How can 

consumers best be helped to make good use of nutrition labels?” (EUFIC, 2015, p. 9). In 

order to uncover how consumers could be motivated to use nutrition labels, we must first 

appreciate how they perceive and make sense of these labels.   

 

3.3.4 Attitudes Towards FoP Labels 

 

The Food Standard Agency conducts annual assessments of UK consumers’ attitudes 

towards food and cooking using a representative sample. Within these reports consumers 

are also questioned about their perceptions of food labels. The latest report indicates that 

the majority of UK consumers’ find food labels important and over half claimed to 

‘always’ or ‘usually’ check them (Food Standards Agency, 2008). However, these reports 

are conducted via a computer-assisted personal interviewing (CAPI) questionnaire, 

leaving very little room for consumers to explain or develop their answers. For example, 
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statements used include “it is difficult to know if a product is healthy from the labelling” 

(p. 12), to which 45% of consumer agreed, or “convenience food is not that bad for you” 

to which 25% of consumer agreed. These results provide an overview of attitudes but are 

unable to demonstrate why consumers find labelling difficult to understand, or in what 

sort of ways the information is used.  

Grunert, Wills, & Fernández-Celemín (2010) assessed use and understanding of nutrition 

information on food labels using observations in three major UK retailers, in-store 

interviews (n=2019) and take-home questionnaires (n=291). Although this study did not 

focus on attitudes per se, it does suggest a favourable attitude exists given the high levels 

of awareness and number of consumers’ searching for FoP information. However, the 

open-ended questions were only directed towards consumers who had used the labels, 

questioning for example what information had been searched for. This limits the scope in 

terms of our understanding of non-users. Importantly the results indicated that contrary 

to commonly held assumptions, understanding did not translate into use. While over 70% 

of consumers correctly inferred the information on the labels, fewer than 30% were using 

them. This along with other studies (Ducrot et al., 2016; Grunert, 2016; Hodgkins et al., 

2011; Kleef & Dagevos, 2011) highlights the need to establish what perceptions of FoP 

labels consist of and why engagement with labels appears so limited.     

The Food Standard Agency (2005) have also conducted focus groups, questioning 

consumers’ attitudes towards food purchasing, food labelling, and beliefs around what 

being healthy consists of. Yet, besides being dated, the primary objective of this research 

was to make recommendations on which label design is best for the UK Government to 

endorse. This resulted in a focus on comparing label formats. There is now a need to 

understand today’s consumers’ attitudes towards the chosen GDA-TL label.   
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Previous research regarding the UK’s FoP label often indirectly askes consumers to 

compare GDA-TL labels with other forms (Food Standards Agency, 2005; Hughes et al., 

2008; Leek et al., 2015; Maubach & Hoek, 2010). This may have led to an inflated 

perceived likability of GDA-TL labels. Consumers may have very different opinions 

when the labels are considered in isolation. Moreover, it has been shown that label 

preference is not indicative of label use or comprehension (Kelly et al., 2009; Malam et 

al., 2009). If retailers are to adhere to the Government’s call for a unified GDA-TL label 

format, then consumers will not need to make comparisons between different label 

formats in real life shopping environments, therefore more studies concentrating on one 

label type are required.   

Malam, Clegg, Kirwan, & McGinigal's (2009) expansive and robust study assessed 

attitudes of FoP labels which were on the market at that time, shown in Figure 8. This 

extract highlights the difference between label formats that were previously available. In 

depth interviews, accompanied shops, bag audits and surveys were used to assess a range 

of aspects of FoP labels. The main conclusions drawn were that consumers found the 

variety of label formats on the market confusing, but overall preferred the use of labels 

which contained TL colours, text and GDA information all combined. 

 

 

Figure 8. Malam (2009) FoP Formats 
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Confusion was caused by variances in portion representation or by the image style (if 

presented as a pie chart or bar chart) or when trying to use a label which had mixed signals 

–for example high fat but low salt. This provides an insight into how consumers feel 

towards a number of FoP labels. However, the primary focus of this research was to assess 

the impact of multiple label formats on the market. Since it was conducted, the UK has 

attempted to consolidate its label format, therefore research is required to assess if this 

has been successful in easing the confusion issues.  

Realising that consumer confusion regularly appears in studies of consumers’ perceptions 

of FoP labels, Leek, Szmigin, & Baker (2015) set out to unpack what causes the 

confusion.  In one of the few studies which employ the UK’s GDA-TL label specifically, 

semi-structured interviews and ‘think aloud’ tasks were used to assess how well 

consumers’ could select the healthiest product from a pair of products using FoP labels. 

Each product carried one of the four FoP labels currently used by UK retailers, as depicted 

in Figure 9. This study incorporated a quantitative element in assessing how well 

consumers could correctly select the healthiest product between pairs, as well as 

qualitative thinking-aloud accounts of consumers’ experiences.    

 

Figure 9. Leek, Szmigin, & Baker (2015) FoP Formats 

 

Although the study aimed to assess consumer confusion of FoP labels, it then confined 

the scope of confusion into the realms of product comparison. Confusion may be caused 

by a number of elements within a shopping context. Which makes semi-structured, in-
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depth interviews necessary for these issues to arise. Nonetheless, this approach did 

identify some broad themes of confusion – caused by information overload, ambiguity or 

technical inability to compute the information.  

Nuanced interactions of FoP label use were also noted, for example, several participants 

believed that the percentage sign on the GDA label indicates the percentage of nutrient in 

that product, despite the fact that the labels explicitly state ‘percentage of your guideline 

daily amount’. Many believed that ‘total fat’ incorporated saturated fats, despite the two 

nutrients having a separate section on the label. More research is required to build up a 

picture of the subjective beliefs that consumers hold when interacting with FoP labels, 

rather than focusing only on objective facts alone (Draper et al., 2011). Unfortunately 

very little information about the participants from Leek, Szmigin, & Baker's (2015) was 

provided, only that the mean age was 31.  

Some of the Food Standard Agency’s (2005) earlier qualitative research across the UK 

flagged up consumers generally felt confused by the use of GDA, in terms of what GDA 

stood for and what is meant by a guideline. Consumers expressed their inability to 

imagine what 100g of a given product would look like or to determine if a given amount 

of fat in a product was ‘a lot’, ‘some’ or ‘not much.  Other issues UK consumers have 

faced when using FoP labels include difficulties in combining portion size information 

with the information displayed on the FoP label (Wahlich, Gardner, & McGowan, 2012). 

Wahlich, Gardner, & McGowan (2012) interviewed only highly educated females, and 

still confusion existed. The paper states that the participants were shown three examples 

of FoP labels used across UK supermarkets “a pie-chart, a traffic light label, and a front-

of-pack guideline daily amount” (p. 205). Yet it is unclear if the TL label was a simple 

TL label, as depicted under Malam (2009), or if the TL labels included GDA data. Thus, 

further investigations using a wider spectrum of participants, as well as a focus on the 

UK’s GDA-TL label is warranted.  
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When perceptions of FoP labels are explored, there tends to be a reliance on Likert scales 

(Food Standards Agency, 2008; Raspberry et al., 2007; Savoie et al., 2013; Stok et al., 

2012). In a large scale online, French study (n=38,763) perceptions of various FoP labels 

were assessed, as depicted in Figure 10. Consumers were asked to rate their accordance 

with statements assessing attitude (‘This label influences my judgement’), liking (‘I would 

use this label to make purchases’), attractiveness (‘This label gives me the right level of 

information’), cognition (‘This label allows for rapid interpretation’) and nutrition 

knowledge (‘I don’t know anything about nutritional knowledge’) (Méjean et al., 2013). 

One of the key findings was that label preference was shown to follow a SES gradient, 

with more simple and symbolic labels being preferred by those of lower SES, a finding 

which is supported elsewhere (Malam et al., 2009). However, by using Likert scales the 

reasons behind such preferences can only be assumed.   

 

Figure 10. Mejean, et al., (2013) FoP Formats 

 

Emrich et al. (2014) also employed Likert scales to assess perceptions of four types of 

FoP labels as illustrated in Figure 11. Likeability, helpfulness, understanding, credibility 

and influence on purchase intention were assessed using simplistic questions in a similar 

style to Mejean et al. (2013). In this study the TL label performed well for likeability, 

aiding consumers’ judgement of products healthiness and making comparisons between 

products. However, consumers in this study were better educated than the national 

average. In addition, the UK’s GDA-TL label was not used. Few studies refer the UK’s 

GDA-TL label specifically, which makes generalising the results problematic.  
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Figure 11. Emrich et al. (2014) FoP Formats 

 

Numerous issues arise when Likert scales are employed, most notable that the perceptions 

of consumers are presupposed from the outset. For example, Kim & Kim (2009) assessed 

perceptions of FoP labels, yet restricted their questioning to aspects such as necessity of 

labelling (as in did consumers’ believe it was necessary) and necessity of colour coding 

on labels. It is unclear how these questions were decided upon. And, when answering 

such questions, consumers’ attitudes are made one-dimensional – on a scaling system, 

when in fact attitudes are multi-dimensional and influenced by a number of factors. 

Moreover, Likert scales also typically fail to explore why consumers don’t use FoP labels, 

and instead focus on those that do (Savoie et al., 2013).  

One study which has used consumer-generated knowledge in a bottom up fashion asked 

consumers to sort a variety of labels in whichever way they chose (Hodgkins et al., 2011). 

A consumer derived typology of FoP labels was created, it demonstrated that the most 

common way of sorting FoP labels was by how direct they are in terms of the information 

provided. This study is useful in demonstrating what attributes of a label are important to 

consumers. Primarily, simplicity was of most importance, but again the focus was on 

discerning the ‘best’ label type, rather than assessing how consumers engage with the 

particular FoP label that the UK Government has decided upon (Hamlin, 2015).  
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Trust in label information will result in favorable attitudes towards label use will. 

Consumers have been shown to be suspicious of who sets the bar – where the colour of a 

nutrient changes from ‘red’ to ‘amber’ or ‘green’ (Malam, 2009). Beliefs that the 

manufacturers set the standards, as opposed to Government bodies, may reduce the 

likelihood of consumers using labels. Yet a comprehensive picture regarding consumers’ 

trust in FoP labels is lacking. In a systematic review of trust in nutrition labelling, Tonkin, 

et al. (2016) concluded that the majority of studies examine food labels in isolation, out 

of context and at a distance from the social norms typically found to influence food 

choices. This makes our understanding of trust in labels unreliable. Moreover, many 

papers focussed on categorising those who trust labels and those who do not, without 

fully exploring the causes for this distrust.  

Attitudes towards a behaviour are shaped by social pressures to perform, or not to 

perform, that behaviour. Fishbein & Ajzen (1975) refers to these as subjective norms, 

which are normative beliefs around how someone believes their peers, family or other in-

group members would behave, and the desire to comply to this behaviour. Subjective 

norms have been shown to have an influence upon diet and food related decisions 

(Bevelander et al., 2012). Therefore it is likely they would shape attitudes towards food 

label use too, however this is another area of research which is lacking (Grunert, 2016; 

Grunert et al., 2011).  Kim et al.  (2013) and Vijaykumar et al. (2013) demonstrated that 

subjective norms are significant predictors of food label use, and that the formation of 

attitudes towards nutrition label use is largely influenced by reference groups including 

family friends and the media. However, neither of these studies were conducted within 

the UK, and in both, the subjective norms were pre-supposed in a quantitative 

questionnaire style. For example, participants were asked to rate their accordance with 

statements such as “My family members think I should read nutritional labelling at a 
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restaurant before placing my order.” (Kim, p. 207). The reasons for the existence of this 

influence is not explored and would be assessed better through qualitative methods.  

 

3.3.5 Perceptions of Colour in FoP Labels  

 

Consumers display a clear attitudinal preference in terms of likability towards the use of 

traffic light (TL) colours in labels as opposed to uncoloured or monochrome labels (Food 

Standards Agency, 2005; Gorton, 2007; Grunert & Wills, 2007). Studies have shown that 

labels with TL colours generally enable consumers to identify healthier products more 

accurately than GDA labels without colour (Borgmeier & Westenhoefer, 2009; Kleef et 

al., 2008; Maubach & Hoek, 2010; Vasiljevic et al., 2015). These findings are now 

supported by a number of systematic reviews (Campos et al., 2011; Cecchini & Warin, 

2016; Hersey et al., 2013). However, reports that TL labels are preferred over GDA labels 

do not provide any in depth analysis of how TL labels are actually perceived. Consumers 

may select TL labels in an instance of comparing labels, but when faced with TL labels 

alone, decide not to use any of the information provided.  

Psychological studies illustrate that colours carry meaning (Fetterman et al., 2011), yet 

few studies have drilled down to understand the meaning that the colour in FoP labels 

carries for consumers. Critics of the use of TL colours in labels, especially those from the 

food industry argue that the colour red could be interpreted as ‘not allowed’ rather than 

an indication to ‘limit intake’ (Burrows, 2016). For this reason, several Members of 

European Parliament are questioning if the UK’s GDA-TL label infringes upon freedom 

of trade legislation (ibid, 2016).  

UK consumers have been shown to misinterpret the meaning of the colour red on TL 

labels. Perceiving red to mean ‘I should try not to eat this product’ more often than the 
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correct meaning ‘It is fine to have this product occasionally as a treat’ (Grunert, Wills, 

et al., 2010). It is important to understand these perceptions because if red signifies a ‘do 

not eat’ message, consumers could be missing out on key nutrients required for a balanced 

diet, such as olive oil which often carries an all-red TL label. Alternatively, a ‘do not eat’ 

message may result in consumers feeling guilty and consequently avoiding using TL 

labels altogether. Research has shown that a feel of guilt dissuades label use (Wahlich et 

al., 2012). Qualitative studies would help to draw out what consumers believe the colours 

indicate.      

Savoie et al. (2013) demonstrated that consumers prefer the use of TL colours as opposed 

to other label formats, and the presence of TL colours did result in a lower intention to 

buy snacks generally. However, there were some unusual findings – the TL label 

increased intention to buy some unhealthy snacks, and decreased intention to buy some 

healthy snacks. In this instance TL labels were having a completely unintended impact 

on consumer behaviour. It appears that the effect of the TL label is not yet well 

understood. In a choice experiment, 250 students were asked to rate their intention to 

purchase cereal products which displayed either a GDA or a TL label of varying sizes 

(Hamlin et al., 2014). Surprisingly, the variable which had the strongest significant effect 

on intention to buy was not the nutrient quality conveyed by the label, nor the label size, 

but instead the mere presence of any label. This result might explain why the TL increased 

intention to buy unhealthy snacks in Savoie et al's. (2013) experiment. It might also 

explain why perceptions of FoP labels typically appear positive, yet their actual influence 

on consumption habits appear insignificant (Hieke & Wilczynski, 2012).  

Perceived healthiness of a product and intention to buy have been found to increase by 

the mere presence of either a TL or a Smart Choice (green tick) label, as depicted in figure 

12 (Andrews et al., 2011). This is worrying since  research has shown that products which 

display a FoP label are not necessarily healthier than those which do not (Emrich et al., 
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2015). The authors took this as support for the use of FoP labels since consumers appear 

to be willing to use them.  However, it is dangerous to promote the use of TL labels simply 

on the basis that consumers will use them, because they may have some unintended 

consequences. Cooke and Papadaki (2014) found that use of nutrition labels negatively 

predicted dietary quality, when controlled for nutrition knowledge and attitudes towards 

health. Therefore, label use does not necessarily equate to a healthier diet and in this 

instance, was actually linked to a poor quality of diet than non-label users.   

 

Figure 12. Andrews, Burton, & Kees (2011) Traffic Light Label and Smart Choice Tick 

Label  

 

Labels with a high number of green nutrients have been shown to have a ‘halo effect’, 

which increases consumers’ positive perceptions of a products’ healthiness and can lead 

to over consumption (Crockett et al., 2014). Similarly, TL labels alone have been shown 

to have a ‘halo effect’ in increasing consumers positive perceptions of a product (Drescher 

et al., 2014; Hamlin et al., 2014). Even in cases where the colour of the nutritional 

information is misleading, consumers still prefer the use of TL labels over uncoloured 

labels (Nyilasy et al., 2016). Evidently more research is needed to build a clearer picture 

of the ways in which consumers use TL labels.   

Schuldt (2013) asked consumers to rate the perceived healthiness of a chocolate bar 

carrying either a green or red TL label, as depicted in figure 13. Results revealed that 

consumers perceive the chocolate bar with a green nutrient label as healthier than the 

exact same bar with a red coloured nutrient label, even if the nutrient quantity was 
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identical. The effect was particularly strong on health-conscious consumers. The authors 

warn of green labels carrying a health halo and resulting in over consumption of products 

with green labels. However, it could be argued that the results are encouraging since 

colours appears to have a strong subconscious influence on consumers’ judgements and 

therefore could be effective in discouraging the consumption of unhealthy products.  

 

Figure 13. Schuldt (2013) Coloured FoP Logos 

 

Using a representative UK sample, Vasiljevic et al. (2015) assessed perceptions and 

selection of snacks using TL labels with emoticons of smiling or frowning faces. Subjects 

saw either a chocolate bar or a cereal bar, alongside a TL label with a smile or a frown as 

depicted in figure 14. Emoticons had an effect on consumers’ perceived taste and 

healthiness of a snack, but contrary to Schuldt's (2013) findings, colour did not influence 

perceptions. It may be that injunctive norms (norms that signal approval or disproval) 

such as these emoticons, override any influence of colour. Further research on the 

influence of colour in FoP labels is required (Vasiljevic et al., 2015)  

 

 

Figure 14. Vasiljevic et al. (2015) Emoticon FoP Labels 

 

Several studies have reported that consumers appear to transfer their perceptions about 

TL colours onto other pastel coloured labels, such as the one depicted in Figure 15 
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(Draper et al., 2011; Leek et al., 2015; Malam et al., 2009). For example, Malam et al. 

(2009) found that consumers assume that the pale green colour used in Figure 15 depicts 

a low level of fat, when in fact the colours are nutrient-specific rather than level-of-

nutrient specific. In these pastel labels, the nutrient ‘fat’ will always appear green, and 

‘sugar’ always red, and so on. Rather than an outright ban, retailers have only been asked 

to avoid using this colouring scheme (The Scottish Government, 2013b), meaning Tesco, 

who currently control almost 30% of the UK’s grocery market (Kantar, 2016) are free to 

continue displaying it. However, the UK Government strongly advocate for the use of the 

TL-GDA label.  

 

Figure 15. Tesco’s Pastel coloured GDA Label Format 

 

In assessing how UK consumers make sense of TL labels, one online study asked 

participants to make a series of choices between two labels (Scarborough, Matthews, et 

al., 2015). As outlined in figure 16, questions were asked about labels which were stripped 

of all packaging and context. The main findings were that avoiding reds appeared to be 

of more importance to consumers than selecting greens. These results support earlier 

findings that consumers use FoP labels with the aim of avoiding adverse nutrients in food 

products (Drichoutis et al., 2008). They are also supported by Hieke & Wilczynski, (2012) 

who found German University students to be more concerned with a change from amber 

to red, than from green to amber.  
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Figure 16. Scarborough et al. (2015) Online TLL Format 

 

If avoiding reds is important, it may be that consumers who view TL labels as warning 

signs respond more strongly to their presence. The Health Belief Model proposes that 

behaviour is determined by various beliefs about threats to an individual’s well-being 

(Rosenstock et al., 1988). This model was specifically designed to understand why some 

people take action against a threat and others do not, and so it is well suited to 

understanding responses to FoP labels. Research is needed to address if some groups of 

consumers potentially view red TL labels as symbolic of a threat. If this is the case, TL 

labels may have a ‘boomerang’ effect whereby for example, young rebellious consumers 

are drawn to the red label (Kleef & Dagevos, 2011). Alternatively, if understood as a 

threat some groups may feel pressured by social norms to act in accordance with their 

social groups. To adhere to certain behaviours, which may involve consuming a higher 

volume of red-labelled products (Vasiljevic et al., 2015).  

In one study the use of colour reduced perceived healthiness, regardless of which nutrients 

were coloured red or green (Nyilasy, Lei, Nagpal, & Tan, 2016). Meaning, even if sugar 

and fat were labelled as green, this product was perceived to be less healthy than those 

products with colourless labels. These findings contradict those of an earlier study which 

found that the use of TL labels increases perceived healthiness (Andrews et al., 2011). 

Although Nyilasy et al. (2016) did not use the UK’s GDA-TL label, the results suggest 

that TL labels may have some unintended consequences, and hence it is important to 
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assess how consumers perceive the labels rather than focus on comprehension alone. This 

study used online volunteers suggesting a high level of nutritional interest, which makes 

the results even more puzzling. Yet it does demonstrate that even health conscious 

consumers are susceptible to misjudgements using TL labels.  

Using focus groups, Talati et al. (2016) found that TL labels are often preferred since 

consumers can make decisions about a product at a glance. However, few participants 

discuss how they would actually make sense of a label if it displayed mix of red and 

greens, rather than majority one colour. In addition, nutrients appeared to have different 

weights for different consumers. For example a single red in sugar levels might not 

dissuade a consumer from buying a product, but would put others off. Emrich et al. (2015) 

showed that consumers tend to generalise, for example if a product is low in sugar 

consumers may assume it is healthy. It is these sorts of inferences that consumers make 

when using colours on TL labels which need to be addressed.  

Grunert (2016) talks of the understudied influence that colour may have on consumers 

subconscious processing. There is a dearth of information about how consumers make 

sense of the colours within the GDA-TL label. Likewise, Scarborough et al. (2015) claims 

“it remains unclear exactly how shoppers use the information presented in traffic light 

labels to make decisions about the healthiness of foods” (p. 2). The colours in TL labels 

may elicit immediate emotional responses which could be drawn out using a think aloud 

technique. Although this thesis will consider conscious rather than subconscious 

processing, it will allow participants to expand on their perceptions and opinions around 

the meaning of colours within labels. 

 

3.3.6 Role of Socioeconomic Status 
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Of all the determinants of using FoP labels, the role that socioeconomic status (SES) plays 

and what causes differences to occur remains particularly unclear (Scarborough, et al., 

2015).  Utilizing FoP labels requires grammatical and numerical skills, as well as an 

inherent motivation to do so.  Therefore, it is likely that FoP labels will elicit varying 

responses from people of different social backgrounds. Research indicates that use of 

nutrition labels is linked to SES, with those of higher SES attending to labels more often 

(Campos et al., 2011; Cowburn & Stockley, 2005) and comprehending the labels more 

accurately (Sinclair et al., 2013). On the contrary, there is some evidence that FoP labels 

are actually having a paradoxical effect, with consumers of a higher SES over-consuming 

when confronted with ‘healthy’ labels (Crockett et al., 2014). However, it is difficult to 

compare results broadly due to differences in definitions and data collection methods. 

Where some studies refer to SES generally, others will use specific measures such as 

education or income.  

It could be assumed that a lower levels of label use is indicative of lower SES groups 

placing less value on FoP labels. However, despite lower levels of understanding and use, 

low SES groups were shown to value FoP labels more strongly than people of high SES 

in a large scale European study (N=7550) using phone interviews (Gregori et al., 2015). 

Subjects were asked about their opinions on nutritional information in a variety of formats 

and about their health behaviours. The perceived value of FoP labels was assessed using 

a willingness-to-pay (WTP) technique. However, asking low SES groups who are 

typically on low incomes about their WTP is a sensitive issue. Low SES groups may have 

provided socially desirable answers thus explaining the alleged ‘high value’ given to FoP 

labels. The paper concludes that educational material is required to motivate low SES 

groups to use FoP more accurately. However, large scale diet-targeted education 

interventions often have little impact on consumption habits (Rodolfo, 2000). 
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Interventions may be better fashioned by understanding the specific perceptions and 

attitudes of different population segments.  

Different label formats will appeal to different groups of shoppers (Berning et al,. 2010), 

but traffic light labels appear to enhance usability across the board, most likely because 

it reduces the cognitive processing required (Hodgkins et al., 2011). However, research 

is needed to draw out in what ways different consumer groups use the traffic light label 

(Lachat & Tseng, 2013). One attempt to draw this out by Balcombe, Fraser, & Falco, 

(2010) used a WTP design to compared how UK consumers respond to a shopping basket 

with varying prices and TL labels. Consumers displayed a very strong desire to reduce 

the quantity of red TL labels in their shopping basket, even at a higher cost. However, a 

lower SES resulted in a lower WTP. Since economical value was the only factor 

measured, one might assume that lower SES groups are simply more price sensitive. 

However, this is only an assumption. Lower SES may have alternative reasons for a 

reduced need to avoid reds. These insights must be drawn from in depth qualitative 

research.    

Several authors point to the issue of lower SES groups having lower numeracy skills and 

the use of figures in food labels (Gorton, 2007; Hess et al., 2011; Rothman et al., 2006). 

Percentage signs have been found to be off putting for low income consumers (Pettigrew 

& Pescud, 2013), therefore the percentages and figures in the UK’s GDA-TL might be 

off putting to some lower SES groups. Simpler forms of FoP labels have been shown to 

be preferred by lower SES consumers (Cowburn & Stockley, 2005; Hawkes, 2004; Jones 

& Richardson, 2007; Kleef et al., 2008; Mejean et al., 2013). And simple TL labels have 

been shown to outperformed both GDA labels and GDA-TL labels in aiding consumers’ 

ability to select the healthiest product (Borgmeier & Westenhoefer, 2009; Van Epps et 

al., 2016).  However the FSA recommends using a combined label format to cater to the 
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widest group of consumers needs (Hawley et al., 2013). What is not clear is if this decision 

could be indirectly benefiting only a minority of higher SES groups.  

Some studies have found little differences between perceptions of varying SES groups. 

A randomised controlled study using French subjects (N=11,981) compared the impact 

of four FoP label styles on the quality of shopping baskets in an online virtual 

supermarket, Figure 17  (Ducrot et al., 2016). Although the UK’s hybrid TL-GDA label 

was not specifically tested, the 5-colour nutrient label performed strongest suggesting that 

use of colour on FoP labels is important for consumer comprehension. Regardless of label 

type, the effect on low income families was small. However, the authors state that 

generally similar results were found across SES and conclude that FoP are therefore a 

useful tool for guiding consumers to healthier choices. An explanation for the lack of SES 

variance may be that nutrition was made salient to subjects. The cohort comprised of 

subjects from a previous study entitled “Nutri-Net study”, moreover a preliminary 

questionnaire asked subjects’ about their nutrition knowledge. Thus, participants may 

have made a conscious effort to select the healthiest weekly shop possible.  

 

Figure 17. Extract from (Ducrot et al., 2016) 

 

Another study which found no differences between SES groups assessed which nutrients 

consumers were concerned with. Hoefkens et al. (2011) examined perceived value of 

nutrients across five EU countries (Belgium, France, Italy, Norway, Poland and Spain) 

and found that regardless of SES, subjects place more importance on qualifying nutrients 

(fibre, vitamins, minerals) than disqualifying nutrients (salt, fat, sugar). These results 
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suggest a limited difference in consumers’ perceptions of the nutrients on FoP labels. 

However, the results could be due to the fact that Likert scales were used to assess 

perceptions. Subjects were asked to rate their accordance with sentences such as ‘It is 

important that I eat high levels of nutrients’ or ‘It is important that I eat low levels of fat’. 

In addition, the use of such descriptor words (high/low) may have primed subjects’ 

responses. Combined with the fact that a lower level of disqualifying nutrients is 

necessary for a healthy diet, and thus these nutrients drew less perceived value from both 

groups of consumers. These limitations highlight why there is a need to allow consumers 

to elaborate on their answers.  

There is some evidence that nutrition label use is also predicted by income (Campos et 

al., 2011; Drichoutis et al., 2005; Grunert & Wills, 2007).  By adopting the UK’s National 

Statistics Socio-economic Classification (NS-SEC), which ranks social grade by 

employment from ‘Routine’ through to ‘Managerial or Professional’, Grunert et al. 

(2010) assessed nutrition label use across six EU countries. Consumers in the UK had the 

highest probability of using labels, and this measure of social grade significantly 

correlated to nutrition label use in the UK. Low income has been shown to be associated 

with lower levels of nutrition knowledge (Pérez-Escamilla & Haldeman, 2002) which 

appears to be a key determinant of nutrition label use (Drichoutis et al., 2005; Miller & 

Cassady, 2015).  

Education also evidently plays a role in label use, with the most recent systematic reviews 

revealing that greater education levels tend to result in higher levels of self-reported 

nutrition labels use (Campos et al., 2011; Hieke & Taylor, 2012). Hieke and Taylor (2012) 

explain that in cases where education levels are high, yet label use is low, this can 

generally be explained by consumers knowing “by heart” (p. 144) what constitutes 

healthy food. However, the vast majority of studies referenced within these reviews are 

conducted in the US, and the measure of ‘education’ varied. Sinclair et al. (2013) grouped 
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Canadian participants by education ranging from ‘no formal education’ through to 

‘professional education’ and were able to show that nutrition label comprehension mirrors 

the gradient of education level. These results are in line with a UK study Grunert et al. 

(2010) which found that the higher the social grade the more likely consumers are to have 

an interest in healthy eating, which in turn predicts label use. It is somewhat unsurprising 

that socioeconomic difference appear since almost half of the UK population struggle 

with percentages (Brian, 2012). Anxiety associated with performing maths is so 

commonplace that a UK Mathematics Anxiety Scale has been developed (Hunt et al., 

2015). It is acknowledged that literacy and numeracy skills will have a role in label use 

(Rothman et al., 2006) however, it is hoped that the introduction of traffic light labels will 

alleviate the need for such computations. In depth interviews and think aloud techniques 

would allow for consumers’ attitudes towards, and perceptions of the combined GDA and 

TL colouring information to be assessed.  

 

3.3.7 Insight from Observational Studies  

 

Despite supermarkets evidently having such a large influence upon the impact that FoPs 

can have, few studies were conducted in context. “The major criticism of previous studies 

on nutrition labels is that most of them are based on consumers’ self-report of usage and 

or elicitation of consumers’ preferences using hypothetical scenarios” (Onozaka, Melbye, 

& Hansen, 2014, p. 141). Almost all of what is known about how consumers engage with 

food labels has been derived from in-lab experiments (Grunert & Wills, 2007). Even with 

regards to FoP labels specifically, which is a relatively new body of work within nutrition,  

Dean, et al. (2015) found that again, the majority of studies do not investigate behaviour 

within a shopping context and of the ones that had, only one had assessed actual 

purchases. This is a long standing problem with nutrition label research and several calls 



89 

 

have been made for more nutrition label studies to be conducted in real-world contexts 

(Cecchini & Warin, 2016; Cowburn & Stockley, 2005; Gorton, 2007; Volkova & Ni 

Mhurchu, 2015; Wills et al., 2009). Therefore, part of the literature review focussed 

specifically upon those studies which had considered the environment and used 

observational techniques 

Studies that did use an observation method repeatedly suggest that nutrition labels are 

rarely used by consumers, and they do not appear to factor into a consumers’ decision-

making process regarding food products. This is the case whether observed from afar 

within a shopping context (Grunert, Fernández-Celemín, et al., 2010) or when asked to 

think aloud (Enright et al., 2010; Higginson, Kirk, et al., 2002; Malam et al., 2009). In 

one study, only 25% of consumers noticed that a labelling intervention had been 

introduced in a supermarket they regularly shop in (Steenhuis et al., 2004). Studies reveal 

that in fact very little time is dedicated to information searches (Rayner et al., 2001).   

Research conducted by Ipsos MORI for the FSA used observations in an attempt to 

decipher what information consumers’ actually search for when shopping, rather than 

what they say they search for (Enright et al., 2010). A mix of consumers from various 

backgrounds, from various stages in life (pre-post having children) and from various 

locations across the UK were observed. To avoid priming, consumers were simply 

observed shopping and then follow up questions were asked.  Results showed that 

generally there were very low levels of label use, and that price was a major influencing 

factor in whether labels were referred to, with those on lower incomes referring to labels 

least. Another major influencing factor was whether the consumers had specific dietary 

requirements.  Reasons for not referring to labels included time pressures, habitual 

preferences, and an inability to understand the terminology on them. 
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Similarly, Malam (2009) conducted 100 accompanied shops across the UK using a think 

aloud technique to explore the decision-making processes used when buying food items. 

Again, label use was found to be low. This think aloud technique was beneficial in that 

reasons for not using labels could be explored in context when ‘fresh’ in consumers’ 

minds. Reasons for not using labels included a lack of understanding, other factors taking 

precedent such as packaging or price, a feeling of being bombarded with information, or 

simply not believing that labels were for them.  

Other studies which used an observation technique within the UK, aimed to uncover 

whether people looked at the label of food products before buying them, and if so, for 

how long (Grunert, 2010). However, this study was very much focussed on objective 

label use. Six items were selected for investigation including yogurt, ready meals etc., if 

consumers were seen to be using the labels they were then interviewed about what 

information had been searched for. This limits the scope of our understanding of 

engagement with labels, to only those who do use labels, and to a certain number of 

products. Rather than being product specific, a holistic approach is needed which assesses 

users as well as non-users in the larger context of food buying.   

Calls for more observational studies within supermarkets have been made (Hieke & 

Harris, 2016) to yield insights on the effects of FoP labels on consumer behaviour.  Lachat 

& Tseng (2013) points out that even within observational studies, the sample are usually 

obtained via either students or volunteers, who are likely to be a motivated or at least 

interested in health. Those from lower social groups, who are in need of the information 

on labels most, are rarely heard from.  

 

 Key Findings from Literature Review:  
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Lack of studies in UK 

There is a surprising shortage of studies which specifically assess UK consumers’ 

perceptions of the UK’s FoP label format. This is a format which combines traffic light 

(TL) colour coding and guideline daily amount (GDA) information. Several studies 

examine the use of colour or the presence of GDA information, yet aside from a limited 

number (Grunert, Wills, et al., 2010; Leek et al., 2015) few specifically present consumers 

with the format which is currently in use across the UK. This means, it is unclear how 

consumers perceive the colours within FoP labels. Although TL labels may be liked by 

consumers, and show potential, it would be useful to develop a clearer picture of how 

consumers use the colours, rather than assuming that consumers will interpret what is 

meant by red, amber or green. In some cases, the use of TL colours appears to enhance 

intentions to buy, even if the purpose of the TL is to convey a warning sign (Hamlin et 

al., 2014).  

  

 

Reliance on lab-based studies  

To date, the majority of FoP label studies are conducted in lab-based settings (Becker et 

al., 2016; Cecchini & Warin, 2016; EUFIC, 2015; Grunert, 2016; Liu et al., 2012), where 

label interactions are examined in isolation and out of context. They involve participants 

being asked to relay various nutritional information, or being asked to select the healthiest 

product from a range of products (Grunert & Wills, 2007). This style of research is 

efficient in explaining the degree to which consumers understand various types of label 

formats but is not representative of how labels are interacted with in the real-world. 
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The issue of relying on lab experiments to understand perceptions of food labels are 

numerous.  Firstly, psychology informs us that consumers are prone to providing socially 

desirable answers which are not reflective of actual behaviour (Fisher & Katz, 1993). This 

can be unconscious and unintended and is thus difficult to avoid. There is also a well-

documented gap between what consumers claim to do, or intend to do, and how they 

actually behave in real-world settings (Sheeran & Webb, 2016). The intention-behaviour 

gap is one reason why more real-world studies are required.  

Results from lab-based experiments cannot easily be extrapolated to real life scenarios. 

Demonstrating that consumers can use certain types of labels, in certain types of ways, 

does not mean that they will actually do this in real life. As Dean et al. (2015) underscore 

“just because consumers armed with some basic nutritional information can differentiate 

between alternative foods under experimental conditions, does not necessarily mean that 

they can do the same in the real-world” (p.121). Thus, there is a need to understand 

perceptions within the real world.  

The need for studies in context  

Prior literature predominantly explored intended behaviour rather than actual behaviour.  

Hieke and Taylor's (2012) critical review of nutrition labelling literature concluded that 

more observations are required, as well as in-depth interviews to potentially uncover how 

consumers actually use FoP labels, their attentiveness towards labels and their perceptions 

of the information provided. By examining the labels in context, it becomes apparent that 

what is actually being questioned, is consumers’ attitudes towards being healthy. Being 

healthy is a social construct and thus is different for everyone.  Reasons for not using 

labels could be due to a lower interest in being healthy, lower nutrition knowledge or 

other factors which require exploring (Grunert et al., 2010).  
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Out of context studies exacerbate priming effects. Studies tend to presented consumers 

with stimuli and then force them to undertake some form of information processing task 

(Trijp, 2009). Whereas in the real-world, natural exposure to food labels may result in 

very little processing.  There is a need to look at consumers in context to see how real life 

shapes their behaviour. Pettigrew and Pescud (2013) point out that both quantitative and 

qualitative studies tend to make nutrition labels salient in their investigations – thereby 

possibly over emphasising the role that nutrition labels play in food choices. If consumers 

are asked about their shopping experiences whilst being questioned about food labels, 

their answers are likely to be quite different, had food labels not been mentioned.  

 

Reliance on objective comprehension  

A majority of studies rely on quantitative methodology and examine consumer 

comprehension. Previous research often relies on data from population-based surveys 

adopting a positivist epistemology (Drichoutis et al., 2008; Grunert, Wills, et al., 2010; 

Satia et al., 2005; Wahlich et al., 2012). This approach is useful in, for example, 

demonstrating determinants of label use (Campos et al., 2011) or relationships between 

users and outcomes (Miller et al., 2015). However, these studies do not allow consumers 

to express their unique and varied attitudes and beliefs regarding FoP labels. They do not 

account for broader issues such as social norms or perceived control. Nor do they yield a 

holistic picture in understanding why and how some consumers use labels, and others 

ignore them. All too often the consumer’s perspective is missing from existing studies 

regarding FoP labels (Ducrot et al., 2016; Grunert, 2016; Hodgkins et al., 2011; Kleef & 

Dagevos, 2011).  

Of the few that did assess perceptions in a qualitative fashion, gaps in knowledge remain. 

For example, perceptions were examined either by comparing alternative FoP label 
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formats (Leek et al., 2015), or in relation to very specific information such as preferences 

of how the data is presented on labels (Kleef et al., 2008). Other studies are dated and do 

not reflect today’s perceptions of the current FoP label format (Food Standards Agency, 

2005; Malam et al., 2009). 

 

The need to examine subjective perceptions  

There is a lack of data on how consumers perceive labels, their subjective understandings 

and general attitudes towards labels (Emrich et al., 2014). Especially the perceptions of 

UK consumers, using the unique UK FoP label format. Quantitative methodologies 

dominate the literature, and Likert scales are often employed which pre-determine what 

consumers’ attitudes and beliefs will consist of. This is a restrictive design that drastically 

limits what is possible for consumers to express. Even studies that specifically look at 

subjective perceptions rather than objective understanding, tend to rely on traditional 

methods such as focus groups and questionnaires which by their very design assess what 

consumers intend to do, rather than what they actually do (Enright et al., 2010). 

Observational studies overcome this to some extent and are useful in examining how 

labels are used in real-world contexts.  

Perceptions are important to examine since consumers to not simply take the information 

from labelling and act upon it, instead they actively construct and reinterpret the labels, 

in subjective ways so as to make sense of them. This appreciation for the context and 

subjectivity is lacking from cause and effect models of labelling  (Eden, 2011).  

 

Women and FoP labels  
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As a result of the lack of qualitative approaches our understandings of how consumers 

perceive FoP labels is derived from large scale sample sets. We have the overview but 

not the depth. To enhance our understanding of perceptions of FoP labels, specific groups 

of consumes should be examined in segments, since they will each have unique 

requirements. Women, particularly those who are white, well educated, parents and aged 

between 30-40 tend to use FoP labels most frequently  (Campos et al., 2011; Grunert & 

Wills, 2007; Hieke & Taylor, 2012; Mozaffarian et al., 2012). Yet the majority of studies 

group women into users and non-users and provide little in the way of drawing out reasons 

for these differences. Generally, women appear to understand labels, in so far as they can 

use them to choose  the healthiest options from a selection (Campos et al., 2011), yet high 

level of label-comprehension occurs alongside low levels of use (Cowburn & Stockley, 

2005; Grunert, Wills, et al., 2010) and more research is required to address why this is 

the case. This thesis attempts to draw out these differences and in doing so analyse 

nudging as a social marketing technique.  

Thesis aim: The purpose of this thesis is to an analyse ‘nudging’ as a social marketing 

technique, using Front of Pack (FoP) nutrition labels as an example of a nudge, by 

investigating the perceptions of Scottish female consumers aged between 30-40 years old, 

in terms of how they regard, understand and interpret food labels in a real-world context. 
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4 Chapter 4: Methodological Approach  

 

 Introduction 

 

This chapter presents the rationale for the methodological approach adopted. More 

specifically, reasons for adopting a qualitative strategy are outlined including 

justifications for the ontological and epistemological positions. A detailed account of how 

the fieldwork was conducted is then provided, including justifications for the research 

methods, participant sample, data collection and data analysis. Finally, an explanation as 

to how the quality of the data is upheld in terms of credibility, transferability, 

dependability and confirmability is provided. This final section also includes the 

researcher’s reflection upon how the study was conducted and ends with a summary of 

any ethical concerns identified within the study design. 

 

 Research Paradigm  

4.2.1 Ontology  

 

A research paradigm is defined by epistemological, ontological and methodological 

assumptions (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). Ontology refers to the nature of reality and the way 

in which it is conceived. There are two broad ontological positions – objectivism and 

constructionism (Bryman & Bell, 2015). Objectivism asserts that reality is independent 

of human beliefs and that its existence does not rely upon humans understanding it. 

Whereas constructionism proposes that reality is a creation of the mind and exits only 

through socially constructed meanings (Bryman & Bell, 2015). Therefore, the divide 

between objectivism and constructionism essentially concerns whether social phenomena 
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have a reality independent of humans. Objectivism has been the dominant position 

adopted for scientific enquiry, where a singular reality is believed to be attainable.  

The ontological assumptions of a constructionist approach lend themselves to the current 

research because under this approach, reality is believed to be multiple and relative 

(Hudson & Ozanne, 1988). Constructionists seek to understand the world in which people 

live, thus there is value placed in conducting research in or about the real world (Creswell, 

1998). Contructioists believe that meaning and truths can vary between and within people 

depending on context and therefore they seek nuanced views rather than a narrow set of 

categories (Creswell, 1998). The aim of this thesis is to understand the multiple realities 

that individuals experience when considering health, engaging with food labels and 

navigating the supermarket. Perceptions of food labels are inextricably linked to 

perceptions of health, which is a social construct. How people interpret health and act 

accordingly is influenced by their personal, social and cultural experiences (Bisogni et 

al., 2012).   Constructionists advocate that rather than being independent of humans, 

social phenomenon is continually constructed and reconstructed by humans.    This allows 

for the exploration of what processes are being enacted to construct reality.  

A constructionist approach has been applied in exploring how people interpret healthy 

eating (Bisogni et al., 2012) and so it would seem fitting to extend this to our 

understanding of interpretations of food labels. “According to social constructionism the 

human experience, including perceptions, is not a fixed and predetermined aspect of the 

person, but is mediated linguistically, culturally and historically” (O’Reilly & Kiymba, 

2015, p. 17). This study focuses on how consumers socially construct their perceptions 

of food labels and factors that influence these.  
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4.2.2 Epistemology  

 

Epistemology is concerned with the study of knowledge and defining what is acceptable 

knowledge (Hudson & Ozanne, 1988). Within epistemology there are two broad schools 

of thought – positivism and interpretivism (O’Reilly & Kiymba, 2015). Positivists 

advocate that knowledge is arrived at by the gathering of facts that can be tested in an 

objective manner, free from subjectivity. Whereas interpretivists believe that knowledge 

is arrived at, and created by, social structures, such as shared meanings and language. 

Interpretivists reject the notion that knowledge can be gained in a subject free manner, 

and instead stress that findings are always mere interpretations of the researcher. 

Depending on what knowledge is believed to be, will impact upon how the social world 

is studied. Thus, the divide between positivism and interpretivism concerns whether the 

natural world and the social world should be studied in the same way (Bryman & Bell, 

2015).  Where positivists would suggest exploring both in exactly the same fashion, 

interpretivists argue that human beings fundamentally differ from the natural world, 

because in contrast to atoms, electrons or molecules, the social world has meaning for 

humans being and this changes how they behave within it.   

The epistemological assumptions of an interpretivist position lend themselves to the 

current research because, as opposed to explaining behaviour, they are orientated towards 

understanding the meaning behind behaviour (Carter & Little, 2007). Rather than 

searching for cause and effect, this study will recognise the value of individual 

perceptions, meanings and interpretations. This thesis focuses on the meaning that 

nutrition labels have to consumers with an aim of understanding their perceptions. 

Engaging with nutrition labels, and food choices are subjective and culturally bound 

(Wright et al., 2001). Therefore, acknowledging the social context is crucial, and in line 

with an interpretivist stance. Rather than attempting to make generalisations this thesis 
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seeks to discover the idiosyncratic ways in which food labels are thought of and 

perceived. Therefore, an interpretive position will be adopted. This philosophical position 

embodies the belief that knowledge is incomplete and imperfect as opposed to absolute 

and singular (Maxwell, 2012), thus unique and varying accounts of subjective reality will 

be accepted as knowledge. 

 

4.2.3 Critical Theory  

 

Critical theory is another philosophical world view comprising of its own ontological and 

epistemological assumptions. Since this thesis adopts a critical lens over the use of 

nudging, one might wonder why the research was not grounded in a critical theory 

paradigm. The reasons for this decision are as follows.   

Critical theory is a basis for social enquiry, with the primary purpose being to expose and 

rectify injustices within society. Early theorists of the Frankfurt School where critical 

theory was developed (Horkheimer, 1937), espoused that our social reality and therefore 

our struggles, are in fact socially created through our submissiveness to ideological 

structures (Tadajewski & Brownlie, 2008). Their purpose then, was to unpack the 

relationships between social structures and expose how these formed and perpetuated 

certain ideologies. The aim of critical theory is “to liberate human beings from the 

circumstances that enslave them” (Horkheimer, 1982, p. 244), by challenging taken-for-

granted views and exposing the ideological functions that these create.   

Thus, critical theory assumes that a group of people need to be emancipated. This was not 

assumed in the current research. It was not assumed that nudges, or indeed FoP labels, 

are causing social injustices. Rather what is questioned was how these perform in society 

and how they are perceived by consumers. Critical theory is not practiced simply to 
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generate knowledge for knowledge sake, it is used to reveal the existence of social 

structures which constrain us (Guba & Lincoln, 1994).  

Where qualitative research might question ‘what do consumer’s perceptions of FoP 

labels consist of’, a critical theory perspective would ask ‘what social constraints or 

ideologies have caused these perceptions to form’. In examining ideologies and social 

contains, critical theory typically adopts a historical perspective (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). 

It attempts to examine social structures within society and explain them on account of 

their historical formations. This was not a focus of the current research. This thesis does 

not aim to account for consumer’s perceptions of FoP labels or how FoP labels operate 

in terms of their historical position within society.  

Therefore, critical theory was rejected and instead a constructionist, interpretivist 

approach was adopted were selected. This paradigm will frame the entire study, from 

what methods are selected, to how the data is interpreted. Under such a paradigm, human 

interpretations are at the centre of the knowledge created.  Understandings can emerge 

from reflections on experiences, rather than simply experiences alone. This perspective 

allows for the ‘how’ and ‘why’ questions to be answered in research, which is exactly 

what academics have called for in the field of FoP label research (Grunert, et al., 2010; 

Hieke & Harris, 2016). Knowledge is thought of as subjective and socially constructed 

(O’Reilly & Kiymba, 2015). Consequently, research is conducted in a flexible manner, 

where new knowledge gained can guide the direction of the study. It was crucial to select 

research methods which adhered to these principles in order to allow the participants to 

guide the discussion about their subjective experiences. The selected research methods 

will be discussed below.  
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 Research Methods 

4.3.1 Research Design  

 

The purpose of this research was to examine perceptions of FoP food labels for a group 

of Scottish female consumers. Although this pursuit may appear rather basic or 

straightforward, it is recognised as a building block of qualitative research. Kelly (2009) 

provides an overview, Figure 18, of the various forms of qualitative research and their 

associated analytical approaches. This thesis is recognised as generic research, with the 

primary aim of identifying dominant themes. In the case of this thesis, dominant themes 

amongst perceptions of FoP labels. 

 

Figure 18. Kelly (2009) Types of Qualitative Research 

 

4.3.2 Ethnography  

 

This research is interested in how a nudge is used in society, specifically that of FoP 

labels. Thus, subjective interpretations are of interest. Qualitative research attempts to 

understand the social world by understanding how people interpret it. It seeks to 
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“understand how people perceive, feel and experience the social world and aims to 

achieve an in-depth understanding of individuals’ behaviour” (O’Reilly & Kiymba, 2015, 

p. 11). Under an interpretivist approach to understanding social reality, emphasis is 

placed on the lived experience of human beings, and therefore a qualitative research 

strategy is in fitting with the goals of this research. Since the 1970s qualitative research 

methods have proved invaluable in assessing the success of health promotion 

programmes (Steckler, 1989). Therefore, qualitative methods will be applied to assess the 

performance of FoP labels, in terms of how they are perceived by consumers.  

There are four key traditions of qualitative research –naturalism, ethnomethodology, 

emotionalism, and postmodernism (Bryman & Bell, 2015). The key difference between 

these divisions concerns ‘what and how’ things are studied (Gubrium & Holstein, 1997). 

Where naturalism aims to show how things appear in the real world, simply put “as they 

are” (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 403), ethnomethodology incorporates talk and interactions 

and thus is more appropriate for this thesis where interpretations are important. 

Emotionalism argues that emotions form the basis for understanding meaning and thus 

directs more attention to this facet. Lastly, postmodernism posits that the researcher’s 

own notes and observations are yet another representation of the truth, and these too 

require decoding and interpreting (Gubrium & Holstein, 1997).  

From these four strands of qualitative research, ethnomethodology is the most in fitting 

with the aims of the thesis. Ethnomethodology attempts to explore how the social order 

is created through language and interactions within a naturalistic context. Since the 

primary purpose of this research is to explore consumers’ perceptions of food labels 

within a natural, real-world context ethnomethodology is selected, more specifically, an 

ethnographic method.  Under this method “the researcher abandons the idea of absolute 

objectivity or scientific neutrality and attempts to merge him/herself into the culture being 

studied” (Ellen, 1984, p. 77).  Thus, the researcher aims to immerse herself in the culture 
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of the participants, constructing reality with and through the subject’s normal flow of 

events. In doing so, the context in which the behaviour sits is not only valued but also 

used to map out meaning (Bryman & Bell, 2015).  

 

4.3.3 Observations  

 

Within the ethnography paradigm, three research methods were selected in order to 

address theresearch objectives – observations, think aloud techniques and interviews.  

The literature review revealed the need for more studies to explore engagement with FoP 

labels in a real-world context (Hieke & Harris, 2016). Therefore observations were 

selected as a research method so as to allow the research to be conducted in context. 

Observations can be employed in both quantitative and qualitative research. When used 

in the former, the observation tends to be highly structured and typically involves a 

precise measurment of some sort. In contrast observations within qualitative research are 

far more unstructured. Predetermined categories are avoided, and instead actions are 

noted as they unfold. This open-ended style allows for concepts to emegrge from the data 

at a later stage (Punch, 2005).  

In line with the aims of the research, observations enabled behaviour to be understood in 

a holistic sense. The research set out with the aim of establishing how consumers perceive 

FoP labels in real-world contexts. In terms of how involved the researcher becomes whilst 

observing, we followed Gans (1968) ‘middle ground’ approach which allows for some 

interaction with the participant in the form of questions while their behaviour is being 

observed.    

 Observations can be conducted overtly or covertly (Bryman & Bell, 2015). Covert 

observations have some advantages – namely that consumers are less likely to change 
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their behaviour due to the precence of a researcher. However, overt observations were 

chosen for two main reasons.  Firstly, as a priciple of ethical integrity it was believed that 

consumers’ should be given the opportunity to provide informed consent to be observed 

whilst shopping. Secondly, overt observations allowed for note taking to be carried out, 

which has been shown to be difficult to do under a covert strategy. Fieldnotes were taken 

during each observation. Lofland & Lofland (1995) suggest jotting notes of phrases or 

quotes during observations which can be developed later, as opposed to mental notes 

which may be forgotten, or complete fieldnotes which may be out-with time constraints. 

The specifics of what was observed are discussed in section 4.4 Data Collection.  

By using observations, we attend to the cultural context of behaviour, looking beyond 

simply what is occurring, to what meanings these occurrences have. When analysing 

observations “it is not only the behaviour, or the situation itself which is of interest, but 

the meaning of that behaviour as seen by the people we are studying” (Punch, 2005, p. 

182). To capture these, some of the context-specific elements of the observation were 

then further questioned during the interview process. For example, if a field note 

remarked ‘slow decision making between two brands of pasta sauce’ then this could be 

discussed further during the interview process. 

Validity is garnered from observations because of the fact that the practice of observing 

provides the researcher with an intuitive understanding of the culture in which the 

behaviour has taken place (Bernard, 2013). This means that not only has the behaviour 

been observed but the meaning of that behaviour, and so the claims being made about the 

cultural impacts upon the behaviour can be made with some confidence.  

 

4.3.4 Think Aloud  
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Think aloud techniques have been shown to be relatively unobtrusive to a consumer’s 

natural thought process, allowing for a deep understanding of the behaviour being 

observed (Lofland & Lofland, 1995). Therefore, they were used to support the fieldnotes 

taken during the observations. Whilst shopping, consumers were asked to  ‘think aloud’ 

where key decisions were being made, as has been done in previous research (Leek et al., 

2015; Malam et al., 2009).  In deciding if the comments consumers made whilst shopping 

were relevant, anything pertaining to food labelling, choosing between products, aspects 

of the shop that influenced their judgement, shop preferences or personal health were 

recorded via fieldnotes. Very personal issues for example, what was for dinner the 

previous night or general food preferences were not recorded.   

One of the benefits in using observation and ‘think aloud’ methods was that it allowed 

for spontaneous consumer inferences to be analysed. As Van Kleef & Dagevos (2011) 

point out, food labelling research needs to uncover “what are the spontaneous consumer 

inferences that may impact perceptions” (p. 17). This was the sort of data this research 

method is able to expose.  

As a research method, think aloud techniues have been used elsewhere to assess FoP label 

use (Enright et al., 2010; Higginson, Rayner, et al., 2002; Leek et al., 2015; Malam et al., 

2009; Pollard et al., 2002). However, where this research differs from others is in how 

the technique was applied. Consumers were not primed as to what was of note during the 

the think aloud sections whilst shopping. This allowed for their more natural and broader 

perceptions to come to the fore.  Think aloud techniques were used again duing the 

interviews – when asking consumer’s to ‘make sense’ of FoP labels upon packets. This 

is discussed further in section 4.4 Data Collection.  
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4.3.5 Interviews 

 

To supplement the observations semi-structured interviews were conducted. Under this 

research method, the researcher has a general guide as to what questions should be asked 

and what topics covered but is permitted freedom to ask differently to each participant 

and change the course of the discussion depending on the answers provided by the 

participants. This method appeared to fit with the goal of uncovering consumers’ 

perceptions and helped in not being restrictive in terms of pre-determining what these 

perceptions are. As the literature highlighted – it remains unclear how consumers perceive 

and make sense of FoP labels and thus the goal was to let these aspects arise naturally 

from the dialogue, a method also employed by Coveney (2005) to examine trust in food 

labels.   

Since this study was exploratory in nature, it was decided that having a strict and 

structured interview format would not be in fitting. The interview questions, outlined in 

Section 4.4.4 Conducting Interviews, and provided in the appendix, were derived from 

research gaps in the literature. Essentially, these questions consisted of asking women 

about their perceptions of their own health, of their diet, of the shopping environment, of 

their use of food labels, how they feel when engaging with food labels, and their 

perceptions of nudges more broadly. Since the term ‘nudge’ is less well known by the 

layman, the term was not explicitly stated during the interviews (Junghans et al., 2015).  

Interviews have been shown to be well suited in gaining a holistic picture of human 

behaviour (Berry, 1999). Open-ended questions were formulated to probe interviewees 

about their consumption choices, health, food purchasing, perceptions of nutrition labels 

and attitudes towards FoP labels in terms of a nudge. The goal was to identify how 

consumers perceive FoP labels in real-world contexts, and to demonstrate if this example 

nudge operates effectively in order to draw insight for social marketers.   
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In examining consumers’ subjective experiences and views on FoP labels, we also 

examine their lay knowledge in regard to food labelling. Lay knowledge refers to the way 

in which people interpret their own experiences, what inferences they make and  how 

meaning is assigned to their health (Williams, 2013). It does not originate from theory or 

research but instead arises as a result of local discourse, age, or gender (McTavish, 2015).  

Popay et al. (1998) and Coveney (2005) emphasise the need to explore lay knowledge as 

a facet of health. Analysing lay knowledge has revealed disparities in how people of 

different social classes discuss food choices and health with their children (Coveney, 

2005). Existing nutrition literature lacks a consideration for the role of lay knowledge in 

how FoP labels are perceived and use. Therefore, this study will take note of any beliefs 

which appear to be stratified by social group, or any inferences that consumers make 

when using labels which appear commonplace.  

Within food label literature, interviews have been shown to gain a more in-depth 

understanding of consumers’ attitudes and practices, than is revealed when using 

experimental designs (Rimpeekool et al., 2015). Thus, a combination of observations, 

think aloud sessions and in-depth interviews will together seek rich and novel insight 

around perceptions of FoP label use.   

 

4.3.6 Limitations of Selected Research Methods  

 

The limitations of the methodological approach adopted for this thesis centre around the 

broader framework of operating within a qualitative paradigm. The main limitation of 

qualitative work is that the findings are not generally generalisable. Since smaller samples 

are often used, and statistically significant relationships are not sought, the findings 

cannot be extended to the wider population. In defence of the qualitative paradigm, the 
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purpose is not to create generalisations but instead to provide detailed descriptions which 

are often lacking from studies operating within a positivist paradigm (Kelly, 2009). Rich 

insight of a smaller sample is sought rather than statistically significant relationships. The 

benefit in seeking these outcomes over the latter is that they can help to explain behaviour 

without the need to infer from data sets.  

Some argue that rather than endlessly comparing positivist and interpretivist paradigms, 

a new set of benchmark criteria is required on which to base the validity of qualitative 

research. Guba & Lincoln (1989) propose judging the value of qualitative research on 

aspects of credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability, these will be 

discussed further in section 4.6 Data Quality.  

Some scholars argue that qualitative work is not replicable because of the central role that 

the researcher plays in interpreting the data and the participants’ meaning more broadly. 

However, in the current study, under an interpretivist ethnographic approach, the 

researcher’s role in constructing and interpreting the knowledge is recognised. 

Knowledge is generated in a context dependent, idiographic manner (Maxwell, 2012). 

The interviewee’s experiences will be the focus of the research and meaning will be 

derived by analysing the language used by participants (Bryman and Bell, 2015).  

However, interviews are criticised for being subjective. Not only does the researcher 

design and oversee the interview process, but they are then responsible for interpreting 

the results. Interviews can be seen as inherently subjective in enabling the researcher to 

select the best fitting material. However, in defence of interviews, the same could be said 

about quantitative research methods. Although less blatant, within quantitative research 

there is a need to design and interpret the results too. O’Reilly & Kiymba (2015) point 

out that at least with quantitative work there is typically the weight of statistics to back 

up claims made, whereas with qualitative work, claims are made based on a much-limited 
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volume of data, which can lead to “overgeneralisations and inappropriate use of theory 

terminology” (p. 83). Again, the purpose of intent should be clearly outlined from the 

early stages of a research project in order to overcome some of these issues.  

Selecting observations as a research method also carries some concern. Again central to 

the arguments against using observations as a research method is that it relies heavily 

upon the researcher’s subjective interpretation of what is occurring (Seale, 1999). To 

overcome this issue, this thesis employed not simply observations, but think aloud 

techniques as well as semi structured interviews. This allowed for the data to be 

triangulated (Bryman & Bell, 2015). Moreover, as has been outlined, qualitative work 

embraces the subjectivity of the researcher and their interpretations, particularly within a 

constructionist paradigm. Another concern with this research method is that the presence 

of the researcher may influence or impact upon the behaviour in question. To overcome 

this issue, the participants were not aware of the purpose of the observation and thus could 

not adjust their behaviour accordingly. The decision to proceed with this research design 

is discussed further under section 4.6.5 Ethics.   

Lastly, ‘think aloud’ techniques have also been criticised for being influenced by the 

presence of the researcher. The participant only says aloud the socially desirable aspects 

of their thinking. However, a review of studies using this technique concluded that if the 

right parameters are put in place, “think-aloud research methods have a sound theoretical 

basis and provide a valid source of data about participant thinking” (Charters, 2003, p. 

68). Parameters include for example, ensuring the same think aloud instructions were 

given to each participant and refraining from passing judgement or comment until the 

task was completed (as was done in this study). Think aloud techniques have been shown 

to be relatively unobtrusive to consumers natural thought process, allowing for a deep 

understanding of the behaviour being observed (Lofland & Lofland, 1995). Limitations 
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of the thesis as a whole will be discussed following the data collection, in section 6.4 

Limitations of Thesis.   

 

 Data Collection  

4.4.1 Identifying the Sample  

 

A total of 26 Scottish women, aged between 30-40 years old were recruited to take part 

in the study from community groups across Edinburgh. As is typically the case with 

qualitative research (Bryman & Bell, 2015), a smaller number of participants allows for 

a more in-depth analysis of their unique experiences as opposed to using large data sets. 

The aim is not to make generalisations, but to garner insight into specific research 

questions.  The aim of this research was not to make claims about how the general public 

perceive FoP labels, but instead to garner in-depth insight into how some Scottish women 

perceive them and how they operate as a nudge in this case.  

There are a number of reasons why women were selected specifically. Firstly, the 

prolonged exclusion of a women’s perspective in understanding health issues resulted in 

a doctrine that proposes that health initiatives will impact men and women equally 

(Roosmalen & Loppie, 1999). They don’t. Research suggests that women not only react 

differently to health messages (Keller and Lehmann, 2008; MHF, 2009) and process 

information differently from men (Darley & Smith, 1995), but that they also generally 

view their health differently (Roosmalen and Loppie, 1999). Therefore, women’s health 

issues should be tackled at least in part, through the viewpoint of women themselves. 

Thus, to understand how FoP labels are perceived, there is a need to examine women’s 

perceptions specifically.  
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Women in the UK remain the predominant grocery shoppers and are responsible for the 

majority of food preparations and cooking at home (Food Standards Agency, 2017), yet 

women in Scotland consume one of the worst diets across Europe (Bawden, 2017). 

Moreover, studies have shown that use of FoP labels is relatively low across all groups, 

yet women aged between 30-40 have been shown to use FoP labels more than any other 

subsect of the population (Grunert, Wills, et al., 2010; Hoefkens et al., 2011; Stran & 

Knol, 2013). Therefore, it was reasoned that this group would be best able to provide 

insight into perceptions of labels for both users and non-users. This group are most likely 

to be exposed to FoPs and therefore believed to hold an array of beliefs and attitudes 

towards them which need uncovering. Moreover, it moves away from the overreliance on 

students as a sample population (Lachat & Tseng, 2013; Miller & Cassady, 2012) 

A purposive sampling technique was adopted, specifically aiming to recruit Scottish 

women, aged between 30-40, of varying social backgrounds, who were willing to be 

observed whilst shopping. Others have purposely sought out specific social groups for 

the purpose of seeking diversity between responses (Eden, 2011). With this technique the 

researcher does not aim to produce a representative sample by selecting participants at 

random (Bryman & Bell, 2015). Instead, a non-probability sample is purposively 

selected, and participants are questioned specifically so as to address the research 

questions. In this research, one of the key drivers in terms of selecting participants was 

that the research would take place in a real-world context, i.e. during an everyday 

shopping experience where consumers would be naturally exposed to FoP labels.  

The research was conducted in Scotland for a number of reasons. Scotland has higher 

levels of obesity than in England, Wales or Northern Ireland (Baker, 2015), and in 

Scotland, women are more likely to be overweight than men (Simpson et al., 2018; The 

Scottish Government, 2017). Scottish adults are significantly less likely to refer to 

nutrition labels than adults elsewhere in the UK (Food Standard Agency, 2008). The 
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consequences of Scotland’s poor diet are manifested in the nation’s high risk of heart 

disease (Thistlethwaite, 2015) and low life expectancy (Hamilton, 1996; Department of 

Health, 2013). The need for country-specific FoP label studies has been identified because 

of the variance in attitudes that exists (Emrich et al., 2014).  In addition, in contrast to 

studies which employ national data sets, a regional specific sample such as this one, can 

better exemplify actual perceptions and helps to discern incongruences found in large data 

sets (Govindasamy & Italia, 1999). Thus, the purpose was to examine perceptions of those 

in Edinburgh specifically.   

Although drawing from a feminist perspective in the regard of looking at women 

specifically, this thesis does not adopt a feminism methodology. Under a feminist 

perspective women and gender should be the focus of the analysis (Cook & Fonow, 

1986), this is not the case with the current research. Instead, the focus is centred more at 

a practical level of how FoP labels are perceived in terms of how they are subjectively 

made sense of, as well as and how they operate as a nudge within society. Although 

gender plays a role in this analysis, it is no the core focus. Moreover, feminist research 

tends to be conducted for the purpose of social change (Bryman & Bell, 2015). This thesis 

did not set out with a social injustice that required rectifying. Although some women may 

struggle to interpret FoP labels in the UK, this thesis does not suggest that this is a result 

of oppression or that this condition could not extend to men.  

Some values of a feminist perspective are shared by this thesis though. Both seek to 

provide women with a voice in a generally patriarchal society. And both take issue with 

the reliance upon quantitative methodologies to understand the social world, which 

essentially strips phenomena of its context and thereby diminishes the role of key 

constructs in human experiences, and in the experiences of women.  Yet for the purpose 

of framing this research, it should be classed as research that attends to women, rather 

than a feminist piece of research (Cook & Fonow, 1986).  
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4.4.2 Gathering Participants  

 

A pilot study was first conducted on two women who were recruited via a convenience 

sampling technique (Bryman & Bell, 2015). This phase ensured that the observations 

were manageable and that the questions in the interview section would generate rich 

responses. However, each of these women were from high social groups, and this study 

aimed to hear from women from a variety of socio-economic backgrounds. Previous 

literature had indicated that socio-economic status plays a role in how FoP labels are 

perceived, therefore there was a need to ensure participants from a spread of social 

backgrounds were recruited. To do this, community groups located in a range of social-

grade areas were approached. The social grade of the area in which the community groups 

were located, was identified using the 2011 Census data published by National Records 

of Scotland (General Register Office for Scotland, 2001) as outlined below in Figure 19.  
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Figure 19. Edinburgh Community Council Areas (General Register Office for Scotland, 

2001) 

 

The researcher typically joined the community group through their public social media 

webpage, then posted an advert looking for volunteers. To avoid attracting nutrition-

conscious consumers specifically, and to avoid priming consumers about the purpose of 

the research, the advert simply stated that volunteers for a shopping experiment were 

required. The ethics of this decision are discussed in section 4.6.5 Ethics. A copy of the 

advert can be found in the appendix. Volunteers were told that the research would involve 

a shopping trip being observed and a discussion afterwards. A date and time to meet was 

typically arranged within the community group’s webpage.  Before meeting the 

participants, they were screened to ensure that they were female, aged between 30-40, 

UK residents, (or had been living within the UK for a minimum of 10 years), and tended 

to shop in one of the UK’s main supermarket chains.  

Since the social grade of the community group only gave a rough indication of the 

participant’s own social grade, a second measure was used. A social grade classification 
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based on occupation was developed by the UK’s National Readership Survey (2018). As 

depicted below in Figure 20, this assigns employment status with a social grade. Previous 

research has used this exact measure of identifying social groups (Junghans et al., 2015) 

or something similar (Grunert, Fernández-Celemín, et al., 2010).  

 

Figure 20. Social grade assigned to employment status (NRS, 2018) 

 

This ranking was then used to analyse similarities and differences between perceptions 

of FoP labels across different social groups, the results of which are discussed in section 

5.4 SES differences in perceptions. In this study there was 1 participant from social group 

A, 7 from B, 8 from C, 6 from D and 4 from E. 

  

 

4.4.3 Conducting Observations 

 

Observations were conducted in several major UK supermarkets including Tesco, Asda, 

Aldi, Waitrose, Sainsbury’s, Lidl and Morrison’s. All of which have adopted the UK’s 

GDA-TL FoP style label. Participants were met just outside the entrance to the 

supermarket and instructed to conduct a shop as normal. They were asked to ‘think aloud’ 

where key decisions were being made, as has been done in previous research (Leek et al., 

2015; Malam et al., 2009). Participants were not informed about what the researcher was 

interested in, nor what the note-taking regarded. This was done in the same fashion as 

Malam (2009) as to avoid priming effects. The duration of the observation depended on 
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how many items the participant purchased, but on average lasted approximately 35 

minutes.  

Rather than trying to note everything that occurred during the observations and think 

aloud sessions, there were specific aspects of the shopping experience which the 

researcher aimed note, as listed below. Field notes were used to note key pieces of 

information during the observations and think aloud session. Seale (1999) points out the 

importance of recording field notes with as little ‘meaning’ interpreted as possible. 

Therefore, care was taken to ensure the fieldnotes simply consisted of descriptions of 

events and meaning was not inferred until a later stage of analysis. To aid the researcher 

in answering the research questions, the fieldnotes concerned:  

- What products were selected by consumers and if FoP labels were visible  

- If consumers referred to FoP labels and for how long / on what products / in 

what circumstances 

-  What sorts of information did consumers pay attention to or what stimulus 

affected their shopping 

- Delays in decision making and possible causes for these delays  

- The promotional materials within the shop/ visual displays/ atmosphere 

- The way in which the consumer shopped (face paced and rushed/slow and 

methodical) and factors that appeared to influence this 

- Any other factor which appeared to influence use of FoP labels  

 

The factors listed above had been identified as gaps in the literature in terms of what role 

the environment plays in shaping perceptions of FoP labels. The selection of observations 

as a research method had two key purposes – to observe interactions with food labels in 

a real-world context, but also to enable an honest dialogue in the subsequent interviews. 



117 

 

The issue of providing socially desirable answers within nutrition label studies has been 

noted (Fisher & Katz, 1993; Higginson, Kirk, et al., 2002; Malam et al., 2009), therefore 

the idea was to first observe, then conduct interviews immediately after, in the hope of 

avoiding or at least minimising socially desirable answers.  

Consumers are unlikely to claim to be prolific food label users if this wasn’t the behaviour 

observed. A similar technique was used by Enright, Good, & Williams (2010) in a study 

of UK shoppers. Enright et al., (2010) highlights that reserving the questioning until after 

the shop also has the added benefit of enabling consumers to shop as normal. Questioning 

consumers after the shop rather than before or during reduces the likelihood of 

consumers’ altering their behaviour due to the presence of a research.  

 

4.4.4 Conducting Interviews  

 

Immediately following the observations, semi-structured interviews were conducted 

typically on sight – in the supermarket café or at one nearby. Semi-structured interviews 

allow for the variance in individual experience in relation to health to emerge, whilst also 

allowing for consistent themes to be addressed (Bryman & Bell, 2015). The themes 

addressed in the interviews were drawn from the gaps in the literature. The interview 

questions, available in the appendix, involved perceptions of FoP labels, perceptions of 

the shopping environment, perceptions of health, and perceptions of FoP labels as a means 

to improving dietary choices. The duration of the interviews averaged 40 minutes and 

were recorded using a Dictaphone.  

Some questions involved providing consumers with prompts so as to facilitate 

discussions. At times consumers were asked to ‘think aloud’ how they made sense of the 

FoP label information upon items which had been taken from their shopping baskets. To 
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ensure some consistency, other prompts included pizza boxes or peanut butter. Previous 

research had indicated that FoP labels are most frequently used on fast food products such 

as these to make comparisons (Campos et al., 2011; Cowburn & Stockley, 2005; Draper 

et al., 2011; Grunert, Fernández-Celemín, et al., 2010; Malam et al., 2009). Although the 

end goal was to apply these findings to the context of nudging and social marketing, it 

was decided not to explicitly question consumers about these concepts since they are 

typically unfamiliar terms to the everyday consumer.   

Initially, the first few interviews began with questions regarding consumers’ perceptions 

and awareness of the UK’s GDA-TL labelling scheme, however it quickly became 

apparent that women were not familiar with the concept or name ‘traffic light scheme’. 

To avoid any future prompting, the initial structure of interviews was changed slightly so 

as to refrain from mentioning ‘traffic lights’ per say. In addition, questions regarding 

general health, diet and shopping were asked first so as to assess if nutrition labels arose 

naturally in conversations.  

Although semi-structed interviews were employed, and so the content of each interview 

varied slightly, the researcher ensured that roughly the same questions were administered 

so as to enable comparisons of answers. One benefit of conducting the interviews 

immediately after the observations was that it enabled the researcher to formulate 

questions in a manner that felt appropriate for each participant. Bernard (2013) points out 

that the same interview question may have varying meanings to different consumers, and 

thus care must be taken to formulate it in such a way so as to make clear to each participant 

what is being asked.  Semi structured interviews meant that questions could be 

legitimately be continuous varied to unpack perceptions of FoP labels (Bryman & Bell, 

2015). 
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An issue which arises when using a self-reporting technique within nutrition label studies 

is that consumers tend to inflate their answers in terms of how long they spend looking at 

labels (Higginson, Kirk, et al., 2002; Higginson, Rayner, et al., 2002; Malam et al., 2009). 

Although the current research will not entirely overcome the issue of over-reporting, it 

involved asking consumers about label use directly after they have been observed, which 

is likely to generate a more honest answer.  Research has shown that that the longer the 

researcher spends with participants the more trust is built which in turn reduces the 

likelihood of socially desirable answers (Bernard, 2013).  

Data collection was terminated when no new information was being obtained through the 

observation and interview process, this is known as data saturation (Fusch & Ness, 2015). 

This occurred after the 26th observation and interview, and the researcher felt there was a 

wealth of data to begin analysing and drawing out themes. How the data was analysed 

will be discussed in the following section.  

 

 Data Analysis 

 

In conjunction with a software package, QSR NVivo, thematic analysis was used to store, 

manage and analyse all three data sets. Thematic analysis involves identifying key themes 

within datasets (Thomas, 2006). Each interview was first transcribed verbatim and the 

corresponding observations and think aloud field notes were then added to that file. Once 

all the raw data had been typed, the first step was to code the data. This involved 

deconstructing the data into smaller chunks, typically sentences or paragraphs, and 

assigning a code to each – for example ‘mistrust’. Once all the data had been coded the 

researcher was then able to group the codes under thematic headings. A single code could 
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be assigned to multiple themes. Lastly, recurring themes and the relationship between 

these themes were unearthed.  

When searching for themes, the research objectives were frequently referred to so as to 

focus on the most relevant information.  The themes identified form the findings of this 

thesis and were hence used to structure the findings chapter. Since the goal was to allow 

for subjective, consumer-generated perceptions of FoP labels to emerge from the themes, 

there was a need to avoid the use of pre-determined asumptions of what these perceptions 

should consist of and instead allow for knowledge to arise from the data. This type of 

information can be gleaned using an inductive approach. As is typical in qualitative 

research (Bryman & Bell, 2015), an inductive approach is not informed by a prior 

theoretical framework and instead thematic patterns are allowed to emerge from the data.  

Due to the focus on subjective experiences, grounded theory was considered because of 

its focus on the participant’s perspective and ability to generate explanations of social 

processes. With grounded theory, data from the results are used to generate new theory. 

Its use has proved insightful in generating spontaneous answers regarding consumers’ use 

of FoP labels (Pettigrew & Pescud, 2013). However, it was rejected for this thesis because 

it is typically used in circumstances where the process under question is unknown, or 

there is a lack of data about a certain issue. This thesis does incorporate what is already 

known about consumers’ perceptions of FoP labels but adds to this by conducting the 

research in context so as to enhance our understanding of the phenomena.   

An inductive technique was therefore adopted to analyse the data since it fit well with the 

research objectives (Thomas, 2006). Under this approach, reasoning is bottom up, 

meaning that it moves from specific observations to broader generalisations (O’Reilly & 

Kiymba, 2015). The primary purpose of an inductive approach is to “allow findings to 
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emerge from the frequent, dominant, or significant themes inherent in raw data, without 

the restraints imposed by structured methodologies” (Thomas, 2006, p. 238).  

However, although the aim was to avoid using a structured theory as to what consumers’ 

perceptions of FoP labels should consist of, some argue that data, be it qualitative or 

quantitative “is always constructed through pre-existing values and theories” (Seale, 

1999, p. 25). Thus, it is improper to describe this study as not reliant on pre-existing 

theories of perceptions, but rather it borrows from these without assessing their validity 

directly. Indeed, both the data collection and the analysis of the findings are informed by 

what was established in the literature review. It was recognised within the literature 

review, that psychological models of behaviour – the Health Belief Model (Rosenstock 

et al., 1988), Self-Efficacy Theory (Bandura, 1977), the Theory of Planned Behaviour 

(Fishbein, and Ajzen, 1975), and the Stages of Change Model (Prochaska and 

DiClemente, 1983) – for example have helped to shape our understanding of engagement 

with FoP labels.  

Yet in avoiding a structured methodology for this research, where for example, a 

hypothesis is tested, this research instead aims to contribute in an exploratory fashion. “In 

qualitative research, theory is supposed to be an outcome of an investigation rather than 

something that precedes it”  (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 404). This was the underlying 

principle which drove this research.  The analysis avoided the use of a single, rigid theory 

and instead aimed to identify key themes pertaining to the research question in a generic 

qualitative research fashion (Kelly, 2009).  
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 Data Quality  

4.6.1 Quality in Qualitative Data  

 

Data quality typically refers to the conduct and reporting of research, yet there is no 

consensus in terms of what this means for qualitative research (O’Reilly & Kiymba, 

2015).  Under quantitative research, data quality involves internal validity, external 

validity, reliability and objectivity. Each of these concepts have concrete meanings and 

are sought by manipulating the design of the research. For example, objectivity is aimed 

for by distancing the researcher from the research topic.  However, under qualitative 

research, the goal is to understand the participant’s view of the social world and therefore 

in direct contrast to qualitative work, there is a need to get close to the participant. This 

means objectivity is an inextricable part of the process of data analysis. In contrast to 

quantitative research, a qualitative approach views human influence as part of, rather than 

distinct from, perceptions of reality (Hudson & Ozanne, 1988). This is particularly true 

of studies as this one conducted under a social constructionist paradigm which views 

knowledge as a continually constructed and reconstructed by humans, including that of 

the interpretations of the researcher.  

 

4.6.2 Is Theory Generation Necessary? 

 

One issue which arises with qualitative research is the question of whether theory 

generation is necessary. As in, is there a need to create a theory from the qualitative 

findings in order to achieve a high level of data quality? Strauss (1987) offers one 

systematic method for interpreting qualitative data which includes a detailed explanation 
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of how theory may be derived from qualitative analysis. However, Denzin (1988) argues 

that the empirical world cannot be studied objectively using quantitative methods. He 

argues that in endlessly trying to adapt qualitative research to fit the scientific positivist 

paradigm, which puts emphasis on theory generation, data is often contorted, and 

everyday experiences can be missed.  

In today’s postmodern world self-identity is multiple and experiences are fragmented 

which makes it difficult to specify what methodological rules will result in high quality 

research. Denzin (1988) argues that forcing qualitative findings into a theory format does 

not necessarily produce high quality research, instead findings should, and can be 

produced simply for the sake of producing findings. Rather than being a piece of 

descriptive research, which tends to rely on large data sets and probability sampling 

(Bryman & Bell, 2015), this research is exploratory which often does not necessitate the 

production of a theory or framework (Stevens et al., 2006). Similarly, qualitative work is 

about studying a specific group or a phenomenon within a group within a specific context. 

This means generalizability is not a typical or required output of qualitative findings 

(Seale, 1999).   

Guba & Lincoln (1989) offer an alternative criterion for judging the quality of qualitative 

research. Generally, they posit that where quantitative results may strive for validity and 

reliability, qualitative research would strive for authenticity. This proposal has been 

shown to be useful in qualifying research under an interpretivist perspective (Seale, 1999) 

and therefore will be adopted. Guba and Lincoln (1989) propose that the four central 

concepts of data quality within quantitative research – internal validity, external validity, 

reliability and objectivity – be transferred under the qualitative realm into credibility, 

transferability, dependability and confirmability respectively.   
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4.6.3 Credibility, Transferability, Dependability and Confirmability 

 

Credibility involves the degree to which the findings are true (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). 

To establish credibility the results from the analysis were presented back to the 

participants in order to ensure that they were in agreement with what was being claimed. 

This is also known as member checking (O’Reilly and Kiymba, 2015). The consistency 

of findings was checked using a variety of methods – observations and interviews, and in 

this sense the data was triangulated, which enhances its credibility. Triangulation of data 

refers to the verifying of the same data output from two different research methods. The 

credibility of this thesis was further strengthened by the fact that the ontological, 

epistemological and methodological assumptions were congruent (O’Reilly and Kiymba, 

2015).  

Transferability involves how well the results could be applied in other contexts (Guba & 

Lincoln, 1994). To attain transferability in qualitative research, Guba & Lincoln (1989) 

suggest developing rich descriptions of phenomena. This means describing the 

phenomena in extensive detail in order to be able to evaluate if the conclusions drawn are 

applicable to other settings. As evidenced by the literature review around nutrition label 

use and the practice of nudging, a rich understanding of the phenomena was first created 

before the research commenced. The goal is to develop a rich description of how Scottish 

women perceive FoP labels and draw conclusions in terms of what this means for social 

marketers adopting a nudge technique.  

Dependability refers to the degree to which the findings are consistent and could be 

replicated (Guba and Lincoln, 1989). To strive for dependability, the design of the 

research and the findings were audited by an academic outside the research process who 

is based in another department. This academic vetted and agreed with the themes that had 
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been drawn out. However, under an interpretive paradigm, truths and realities are 

subjective and multiple. This meant that the outsiders’ perspective on the findings may 

well differ from the researchers. 

Lastly, conformability refers to the degree to which the findings are unbiased (Guba & 

Lincoln, 1994). The initial research problem should dictate which methodology and 

methods are selected for enquiry, rather than the researchers own preferences. However, 

in doing so biases are already formed by the researcher in determining which is best 

suited. Moreover, although the participants typically generate the knowledge within 

qualitative studies, these will be coloured by the researcher’s epistemological 

assumptions regarding what information becomes knowledge, how these aspects are 

accepted as truths, and how the research is disseminated (O’Reilly and Kiymba, 2015). 

In striving for conformability, steps have been taken to foster a reflexive research process 

throughout, from the design stage to the implementation and analysis, as will be discussed 

in the following section.    

 

4.6.4 Reflexivity  

 

The reflexive process involves the researcher laying bare their own perspectives in an 

explicit way, so as to enable the reader to make a judgement about how much these 

perspectives may have shaped the research (Seale, 1999). As a white, middle-class, 

female researcher of a similar age to the participants (30 years old), it is recognised that 

my presence may have influenced the participants’ behaviour and answers. To reduce 

this, I refrained from expressing my personal opinion regarding food labelling and health 

campaigns. In addition, I was keen to develop a friend-like rapport with each participant 

so as to make them feel at ease and speak candidly. I did not provide a detailed explanation 
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of what the research was focusing on until we had spoken for some time, in order to 

determine if food labels emerged naturally in conversation. Regardless, my presence may 

have caused participants to provide health-conscious responses.  

My biography will also influence the way in which the research is analysed and the 

themes that are drawn from the data. In an attempt to reduce this bias, the codes for themes 

were crafted as a result of concepts appearing multiple times – rather than relying on my 

opinion of what should justify a code. In addition, the transcripts and observation data 

were analysed blind, distinct from the participants’ name and details. This was done to 

minimise the influence that arises having met and interacted with the participant 

previously. Lastly, in a bid to provide a true representation of the participants’ responses, 

I not only used verbatim transcriptions, but I transcribed each interview by saying the 

conversation aloud whilst typing. This provided a strong sense of the participants’ 

perceptions. Despite efforts to maximise data quality, the research will inevitably be 

coloured by my theoretical position, preconceptions and biography.  In undertaking this 

rigours research approach, my appreciation for qualitative methodology has strengthened 

greatly.  I have witnessed the true value in applying this methodology in term so garnering 

unexpected results and rich insights.  

 

4.6.5 Ethics  

 

Four key tenants of an ethically sound piece of research are avoiding harm to participants, 

avoiding invasion of privacy of participants, avoiding deception and ensuring informed 

consent is obtained (Bryman & Bell, 2015). At first, the participants in this study were 

not fully informed that the purpose of the observations and interviews were to uncover 

perceptions of FoP labels, specifically. This was done for two reasons –  to avoid 
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reactivity, or socially desirable answers, and to ensure a range of participants partook in 

the research rather than those who are health conscious only. Bryman & Bell (2015) 

highlight that in these conditions, covert operations “may avoid certain problems” (p. 

134). Adding that in these conditions, informed consent should be obtained on a post-hoc 

basis (as was done in this research). Other nutrition label studies have employed a similar 

technique of informing the consumer about the true purpose of the research after the event 

(Grunert, Fernández-Celemín, et al., 2010; Malam et al., 2009).  

Prior to the research commencing, participants were asked to sign a consent form, which 

outlined, among other issues, that their anonymity would be upheld, and that they are able 

to withdraw from the research at any point.  The consent form was then checked again at 

the end of the interview stage. A copy of the participant consent form can be found in the 

appendix. Lastly, the research design, data collection and data analysis procedures 

followed Edinburgh Napier’s ‘Code of Practice on Research Integrity’. The associated 

Research Integrity application was approved by the Faculty Research Integrity 

Committee on 14th May 2016.  
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5 Chapter 5: Findings & Discussion  

 

The following chapter contributed to a conference paper: - 

Soraghan, C. (2018) “Applying a social marketing perspective to perceptions of food 

labels” Presented at the World Social Marketing Conference, Antwerp, Brussels  

 

 Introduction  

 

This chapter presents the findings of the study and attempts to answer the overarching 

aim of analysing nudging as a social marketing technique, using Front of Pack (FoP) 

nutrition labels as an example of a nudge. The perceptions of Scottish female consumers 

aged between 30-40 years old were assessed in terms of how they regard, understand and 

interpret food labels in a real-world context. 

The results are structured according to the themes which emerged from the analysis of 

the observations and interview answers provided by participants. When analysing the 

findings, the data could be grouped into the following broad categories: The supermarket 

environment, Perceptions of FoPs generally, Perceptions of FoPs as influenced by SES, 

Perceptions of FoPs as influenced by gender, and Nudge as a social marketing technique.  

A decision was made to combine the findings and discussion so as to ease the flow of 

reading and avoid repetition. Thus, within this section the results are critically assessed 

in relation to previous work outlined in the literature review. The findings are also 

positioned within a broader framework of theory which informed the research design. 

The social constructionist approach adopted enabled the researcher to integrate their own 

interpretations of the results into the analysis. Finally, areas in need of further research 

are alluded to within this section.   
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 The Supermarket Environment  

 

Several themes emerged from the results in relation to the impact that the environment 

plays on perceptions of FoP labels. Having conducted the research within a real-world 

context whilst using inobtrusive observations, it is apparent that the supermarket 

environment itself plays a critical role upon perceptions of FoP labels.  The predominant 

source of data used for the following section was the observation field notes, however, 

interview extracts will be interwoven to supplement this theme (Berg, 2004). Using 

participant observations the researcher was better able to gain insight about the social 

reality of the person in question and the social causes of behaviour (Bryman & Bell, 

2015).  

 

5.2.1 ‘Out to Get Me’ 

 

Every participant, regardless of which supermarket the observation was conducted in, 

selected a wide number of items which displayed the GDA-TL FoP food label. This is 

encouraging as it demonstrates how widespread and consistent the UK’s label format has 

become over recent years. However, during the observations, not one of the twenty-six 

participants appeared to use or refer to FoP labels or any form of nutritional labelling. 

Similarly, none of the participants commented upon FoP labels during the ‘thinking 

aloud’ section of the shop. This finding was consistent across varying social groups, 

regardless if shoppers were slow and methodical type-shoppers, or fast-paced, rushed 

shoppers.  Participants in this study did not appear to spend any duration of time checking 
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for any nutritional information. The following sections offer some explanation as to why 

this was the case, focusing first upon the shopping environment.  

The participant’s own explanations as to why FoP labels were not referred to are 

elaborated within section 5.3 Perceptions of FoPs Generally. First, a summary of how 

women reacted to the shopping environment is presented, and the influence this had over 

label use. Whilst shopping several women referred to the fact that they aimed to spend as 

little time as possible in the supermarket. On occasion, comments were made as soon as 

they had entered the supermarket suggesting an element of mistrust or the supermarkets 

being ‘out to get them’. It was remarked within the observation notes that these women 

appeared to be in a rush and shopped in a serious manner, or in a matter-of-fact methodical 

way. The extracts below provide some clarity as to why this was observed.  

Amanda (Social grade D) “I just know that the longer I stay in here 

the more crap I’ll come out with. You’ve gotta be quick to avoid all of 

it” 

Sammy (Social grade E) “It’s just you’re surrounded by people who 

are walking really slowly and don’t know what they’re doing and just 

getting in my way. And so, I tend to be quite busy and rushed... and all 

the faff of things trying to make you go “oh look at that thing I didn’t 

want to buy...” I just get what I need to get and get out.” 

Alissa (Social grade: C) “It’s so bright and colourful and there’s so 

much of everything [Laughs] I know most people like choice but… I 

know the less time I spend here the less I’ll buy!”  

Max (Social grade B) “You know it would be so nice if all that didn’t 

exist. Like if you could go to the supermarket and that stuff wouldn't 

be there. It’s actually like 80% of the food in the supermarket is junk. 

That’s maybe why I was so quick.” 

Kirsty (Social grade C) “I really genuinely hate shopping so I have a 

list and try to go in and out very quickly. I don’t like hanging about… 
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cause I don’t have time to think about anything else, all I’m thinking 

is: I need food, I’m hungry!” 

Lindsay (Social grade B) “Well it makes you buy stuff you later 

regret, well maybe not immediately but the next day you’re thinking 

why did I eat that!?” 

 

 

Listed above are some of the varying reasons as to why women shopped in this manner. 

The vast majority of the participants referred to at some point, the struggle to avoid buying 

junk food in the supermarket, or the challenge involved in overcoming the temptation to 

make purchases that they would later regret. These struggles were associated with the 

supermarket environment and time spent there, thus decisions were made hastily. The 

impact of harbouring these sorts of attitudes towards the supermarket environment are 

important. Namely, entering the supermarket with a feeling of contempt or mistrust, 

reduces the likelihood of slowing down to check the packaging information. The mere 

sight of promotions on confectionary foods resulted in some women speeding up in their 

shopping so as not to be lured in. In addition, the mistrust of the supermarket environment 

appears to spill over into mistrust of its offerings and packaging. Mistrust will be explored 

further in section 5.3.8 Trust in Labels.  

Previous research has shown that if consumers feel under time pressure in a supermarket 

they are less likely to use nutritional information and instead will rely on habitual 

purchases (Koenigstorfer & Groeppel-Klein, 2010). The observations suggest that the 

supermarket could be a cause for women to feel under time pressure. Habitual decisions 

were evident from the manner in which some women shopped – placing items into baskets 

whilst barely glancing at them. This was also evident by the way in which the supermarket 

was navigated almost by rote, so as to complete the shop in the fastest time possible. It is 

already established that that time restrains play a key role in FoP label use, however, the 



132 

 

findings of these observations suggest that the supermarket itself may induce these time 

pressures. 

Examining FoP labels in real-world conditions highlights the importance of the 

environment in which they are situated and expected to operate within. The observations 

brought to bear the abundance of competing forces which battle for attention, each trying 

to entice the shopper to consume. As can be seen from the quotes above, the sheer volume 

of unhealthy products can be overwhelming. The array of junk food is often seen as 

purposely designed to cause distraction.  These forces work against the FoP label, and 

this is before considering the consumers’ own personal resources (motivation, time, 

knowledge). Previous research has found that nutrient-poor products or unhealthy 

products in supermarkets often display a promotional bias in comparison to more 

healthier foods – making them appear cheaper (Dobson & Gerstner, 2010). This study 

suggests that the chaotic supermarket environment appears to stifle the opportunity for 

consumers to think through a product’s health value, especially at a nutrient-by-nutrient 

level.    

 

5.2.2 A Leisurely Time  

  

In contrast, some women appeared to thoroughly enjoy the shopping environment and 

treated it as a day out or as a relaxing time to themselves. Although in the minority, the 

quotes below highlight that these women found the shopping environment relaxing. This 

group of women did not feel pressured into making purchases. They were not speedy so 

as to avoid distractions, and instead appreciated the supermarket environment and its 

offerings.  
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Kayleigh (Social grade C) “I never rush my shopping; I never get 

stressed about it… If I know I need to do a shop, I'll have nothing else 

planned that day so that I can enjoy it. Because I only work 

Thursdays, Fridays and Saturdays as well. I take my nana out for her 

shop too. She can't walk that fast. So, we go for a walk have a look 

around the shops, that’s just what we do”. 

Martha (Social grade E) “Even if I'm doing a small shop I'd spend a 

lot of time in there or if I'm going to the shops without having had 

dinner, I'd still stop and maybe check online for some dinner ideas. I 

like to wander the shop and think about what I need to buy... so it 

always takes me time.” 

Helen (Social grade B) “This is my day off! This is a joy of a day! So, 

because today even though you're with me I'm thinking I have two 

hours to myself - and might as well enjoy it! I'm relaxed I'm not 

getting too stressed and that’s generally how I feel when I shop.”  

 

Yet despite the far slower approach to shopping and food selection, still, food labels did 

not appear to influence the consumers in any way. The observation notes included no 

glances or comments made towards food labelling, and no references to food labelling 

was made by these women during the think aloud section of shopping. Therefore, 

although time pressure evidently plays a role in food label use, it alone cannot account 

for the low level of label engagement.  

All shoppers, including those that enjoyed or disliked the supermarket environment, 

experienced some delays over certain issues.  Most frequently, delays were caused by 

consumers checking sell by dates so as to avoid waste and make their spending stretch. 

Other delays were the result of consumers conducting price comparisons, or quantity 

comparisons, checking for dietary-specific foods such as vegetarian or gluten free items, 

or searching for country of origin so as to avoid pesticides.  
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This demonstrates that consumers are willing to spend the necessary time to obtain certain 

information that they feel is relevant to them, and that FoP labels appear less relevant or 

necessary. Prior research tends to overlook this step of ‘relevance’. Awareness and 

relevance should not be conflated. Consumers may be aware of labels but not find them 

relevant. For example, Grunert et al.’s (2010) conceptual framework of decision making 

in relation to food labelling (Figure 1) does not include ‘relevance’ as an aspect of 

perceptions of food labels. Moreover, prior research tends to make the labels overtly 

relevant to consumers – by making them salient and immediately presenting them to 

consumers for inspection (Pettigrew & Pescud, 2013).  

It should be emphasised, that the researcher is not claiming that the participants were not 

exposed to FoP labels. Naturally, exposure can occur consciously or subconsciously. 

However, of note was how participants perceived FoP labels in a natural setting. In the 

interviews following the observations, participants were asked if they had noticed any 

products which contained FoP labelling and if they had used them. This format of 

questioning the participants immediately after the observation strengthened the validity 

and credibility of the consumers response –  since the behaviour in question had occurred 

so recently (Enright et al., 2010). The findings of the observations are supported by the 

responses given in interviews, with participants expressing an extremely low level of 

interest in FoP labels. These findings support recent studies that found that when label 

use is assessed in real world contexts, their impact is insignificant (Hamlin, 2015; 

Vasiljevic et al., 2015).  

 

5.2.3 Role of Context  
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By considering the context in which consumers are exposed to FoP labels, both practical 

and methodological contributions have been made. On a practical level, these findings 

shed some light on the role that the supermarket environment plays in perceptions of FoP 

labels. Namely that a barrage of unhealthy products and promotions can leave some 

consumers wanting to spend as little time in supermarkets as possible. The finding that 

under natural conditions FoP label use is relatively low is supported by others (Enright et 

al., 2010; Grunert, Fernández-Celemín, et al., 2010; Higginson, Kirk, et al., 2002; Malam 

et al., 2009; Steenhuis et al., 2004). What makes this study unique is that the qualitative 

style in which it was conducted means that we are able to offer some explanations as to 

why engagement with labels in real-world contexts are so low. Additionally, this study 

was uniquely conducted using UK consumers being exposed to the UK’s FoP label 

design. The consumers were provided the opportunity to explain their behaviour in an 

open-ended fashion, unlike previous studies.    

These findings also contribute methodologically through the use of observations and 

‘think aloud’ techniques in a natural setting to assess perceptions of FoP labels. These 

techniques are surprisingly lacking in nutrition label research (Crockett et al., 2018; Dean 

et al., 2015; Grunert & Wills, 2007; Onozaka et al., 2014; Volkova & Ni Mhurchu, 2015; 

Wills et al., 2009) which means that the supermarket environment and its influence is 

often overlooked. There is however, a radical difference between inspecting FoP labels 

under an experimental design and exposure to them in a real-world context. Crucially, 

under experimental design, consumers are typically prompted to engage with FoP labels, 

whereas in real-world conditions, natural exposure appears extremely limited. This study 

suggests one reason for this may the design of the supermarket itself. In one study 

Steenhuis et al. (2004) found that consumers had not noticed the introduction of a FoP 

labelling scheme into their regular supermarkets, and postulated that the distracting 

supermarket environment may be to blame. This study provides support for this notion. 
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The field notes regarding the supermarket environment remarked on the abundance of 

promotions on junk food, end aisles with special offers typically on unhealthy foods, and 

impulse purchases throughout the store. The consumer’s responses to the environment 

support the idea that these are distracting and cause consumers to actively avoid time 

spent in supermarkets.  

By using observations in a real-world context, it was revealed just how little time is spent 

choosing or inspecting food products. The majority of participants in this study relied on 

habitual processes to make decisions. This was evident from the speed at which items 

were placed in baskets, or by passing-comments made during the ‘think aloud’ section 

with ‘I always buy this one’ sentiment. On the rare occasion when a new product was 

selected (n=3) nutrition labels did not feature into the decision-making process. In fact, 

they were not mentioned at all. Scarborough et al. (2015) points out that when heuristics 

are used in a food shopping environment, health conscious consumers tend to rely on 

broad brush truths such as ‘nuts are a healthier snack than chocolate’. Thus, the 

practicality of breaking down and interpreting nutrition labels does not fit into this broad 

method of guiding behaviour. When participants in this study were asked to describe their 

decisions when choosing products, or asked about their shopping experience as a whole, 

only one mentioned nutrition labels unprompted. Instead, what was commonly cited was 

taste, price, meal planning, providing for the family and food waste.  

Lab experiments have indicated that health claims such as ‘low fat’ should have a strong 

potential to increase healthier food selections, however in real-world studies the same 

claims have been found to be generally ignored by consumers (Grunert, 2016). Thus, the 

same could be happening for FoP labels – in labs they appear worthwhile, however in 

real-world conditions, their impact is negligible. This appears to be the case since the 

latest systematic review deemed the impact that FoP labels have on real-world 

consumption as insignificant (Vasiljevic et al., 2015). The findings from this study 
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suggest that results from lab-based studies should be received with caution and reinforces 

the need for more analysis to be conducted in context. 

When it comes to food selection, a practice so ingrained in social and cultural influences, 

the context should not be perceived as an assortment of confounding variables that need 

to be controlled for, but rather the context itself should form part of the investigation 

(Marriott, 1994).  The results from this study reveal that the conditions of the supermarket 

are not conducive to consumers allocating adequate amounts of time and resources into 

deciphering the UK’s information-heavy GDA-TL label. Unlike lab conditions, in real-

world conditions consumers do not have a heightened attention towards labelling and a 

prolonged period to unpack them.  The results add to the limited yet growing pool of 

research which focuses on actual behaviour rather than self-reported behaviour regarding 

FoP labels. 

There are obvious gains to be had by using laboratory conditions to assess FoP labels, 

however, these should be supplemented with real-world observations. It should be 

assessed how the findings of experiments actually transfer into every day practices, which 

is what this study aimed to do. FoP labels require consumers to consider the long-term 

goals of being healthy when humans are hard-wired to seek out short term rewards 

(McClure, 2004). Thus, it takes concerted effort to avoid consuming products high in fats, 

sugars, saturates and salts especially in a supermarket environment which encourages 

these short-term rewards.  

The number of studies examining FoP label use in real-world conditions is extremely low 

(Crockett et al., 2018; Dean et al., 2015; Grunert & Wills, 2007; Onozaka et al., 2014; 

Volkova & Ni Mhurchu, 2015; Wills et al., 2009), yet fewer still explore how the British 

format (GDA-TL) is perceived, and even fewer examine perceptions of British women. 

This is important because as has been shown here, Scottish women are not dedicating 
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time to nutrition labels and this is in part influenced through social and cultural aspects 

of shopping. For example, in this study, the participant’s shopping baskets alone 

highlights how consumption follows a social gradient. Although this was only a subtle 

difference, more affluent consumers purchased more fruit and vegetables and less 

processed foods than those of lower social groups. There are specific differences in how 

women of varying social groups interact with FoP labels, and this will be discussed in 

section 5.4 Socioeconomic Differences. Therefore, is it important to look at the context 

and the culture which shapes behaviour.  

The main contribution of this section has been to explore what role the supermarket 

environment plays on perceptions of FoP labels. This is a new contribution to knowledge 

since, as far as the author is aware, it has not been discussed in previous research and 

observed in a real-world setting. Instead, the focus tends to fall onto consumer 

characteristics (nutrition knowledge, health conscious etc) or label format (guideline daily 

amount, traffic light etc). The following section examines exactly how FoP labels are 

perceived by the consumer, from the consumer’s perspective.  

 

 Perceptions of FoP Labels Generally 

 

The following themes emerged from the data in relation to how FoP labels are perceived 

by Scottish female consumers: - salient information, awareness, for someone else, rarely 

useful, impractical, irrelevant, confusion, trust and colours. These will each be discussed 

in the following section with the aim of building up a picture of perceptions of FoP labels. 

Within this thesis perceptions are defined as the way in “which something is regarded, 

understood, or interpreted” (Brooks, 2008, p. 273). Typically, the interviews occurred in 

the supermarket’s coffee shop or in a coffee shop nearby. The semi structured interviews 
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began with a general discussion about the shopping trip that had just been observed, 

during this section only one participant mentioned nutrition labels unprompted when 

describing their shopping experiences, suggesting that they do not feature highly in the 

minds of consumers.  

 

5.3.1 Salient Information  

 

Using FoP labels to make comparisons between products has been shown to be the most 

common way of using labels in previous studies (Campos et al., 2011; Cowburn & 

Stockley, 2005; Draper et al., 2011; Grunert, Fernández-Celemín, et al., 2010; Malam et 

al., 2009). Therefore, to facilitate discussions, participants were asked to compare two 

similar pizza products displaying FoP labels and ‘think aloud’ as to how they might 

choose between them. Of interest was the participant’s subjective understanding, attitudes 

and general comfort in discussing FoP labels.  

When provided the opportunity to discuss FoP labels in this open-ended style, interesting 

differences emerged from the consumers answers. Many participants mentioned price, 

branding, taste and personal preferences prior to any nutrition label information, however 

since labelling is of interest for this research, only this section of the interview will be 

focused on. There were generally four ways in which participants responded to this task:  

nutrient-specific (immediately referred to specific nutrients), colour-aware (referred to 

the colours of the labels and tried to explain the meaning of these), comprehensive 

(provided a well-balanced summary of the label’s information) or avoidant (avoided 

answering and tried to change the topic).   

There were clear contrasts between what label information was salient to different 

women. Only one participant appeared able to relay a comprehensive summary of the 
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label’s information. This participant spoke effortlessly and compared the labels in a 

straight-forward manner.  

Roisin (Social grade B) “Well the first thing I notice is that they both 

have 2 reds, a green and an amber. So, the first thing that jumps out 

at me is the colour. Then I would look at the numbers but I think it is a 

very visual initial thing. I would then look and see that the ones 

without olive oil are slightly less fat and less calories. But then not 

enough to change the colour coding system. So, they do have the same 

colour coding for the same nutrients. If I was in a rush, I’d probably 

pick the one that had slightly less of each even though it’s only a 

small bit less. But it would be a consideration that this one had more 

olive oil so what I’d do then I’d probably have a look at the 

information on the back and see – because olive oil on its own is not 

that bad for you. So, I’d want to check the other ingredients so see the 

difference.” 

 

The participant above conveyed a sense of comfort and confidence in discussing her 

interpretations of the label. Roisin explains that the colours are first noticed, how these 

translate to the level of nutrients which are of importance to her (fat and calories), how 

these might be used within shops and how this might impact upon behaviour. However, 

she was the only participant who spoke in this manner. On the other end of the spectrum, 

some women responded in an avoidance manner. They were clearly uncomfortable and 

made justifications for not being able to relay any of the label’s information before 

attempting to do so. There were long pauses between answers, attempts to change the 

subject and a constant checking that their responses were adequate:  

Reina (Social grade E) “Oh man you’re really going to test me now, I 

have no idea!”  
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Kayleigh (Social grade C) “But I wouldn't use that it would be 

whatever is cheaper and how long it would last - as in could I put it in 

the freezer.”  

June (Social grade D) “I would probably be more like looking at the 

price or if it was deep pan or thin and those sorts of things would be 

more important than this stuff... Oh dear that shows how terribly 

uninformed we are!” 

Susanne (Social grade C) “But if we did want something quick and 

we wanted to throw in the oven I would think - ok this is fast, and I'd 

go for taste. Go for what you fancy, if you fancy the chicken one - get 

that, and if you fancy the other one - get that. Choosing between these 

two, I would choose the chicken because I prefer chicken I would not 

use the traffic lights.” 

Liz (Social grade B) “Oh Jesus no! If I wanted a pizza and a packet 

of crisps I’d be the first to go get them. I’d never deprive myself.”   

Helen (Social grade B) “Oh man I'm a dreadful shopper I would just 

go for the nice colourful one!”  

Kirsty (Social grade C) “I just don’t look at labels, I must admit. I 

know its pretty bad.”  

Nikita (Social grade C) “Oh I really wasn’t prepared for this. I don’t 

know, I’ve never actually done this before’  

 

These participants were evidently uncomfortable in discussing their interpretations of FoP 

labels. With some encouragement these participants began to explain how they would 

make sense of the information. However, it was generally described in a very simplistic 

format such as stating, ‘saturates is 19%’, making no relation between this and their diet, 

or how the information would impact upon their behaviour. This led to a sense of shame 

and embarrassment when consumers thought their ability to use the labels would be 

questioned.   
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The bulk of participants fell somewhere in the middle of these two architypes and could 

be classed as either nutrient specific or colour aware. For some, the colours were 

described first and foremost. These participants tended to be aware of the numerical data 

but did not make use of it when attempting to choose between two products using the 

labels. Having questioned why the numerical data was avoided or not mentioned, the 

causes were mainly due to consumers not understanding the terminology, and thus the 

colour was used to make sense of the label. How the colours were interpreted is discussed 

further in section 5.3.9 Colours.  

Interestingly however, those participants that responded in a nutrient-specific manner, as 

per quotes below, often had to be prompted to use the colour. The colour of the labels 

appeared to make so little impact upon their analysis that they did not mention the colours 

initially in any way.  

Max (Social grade B) “Ok if they were the exact same price... well I 

tend to think things with more fat are better... I don't know why. This 

one has more salt and fat but they have roughly the same amount of 

sugar. I mean I’d probably go with the Deluxe one cause they're 

giving me more fat there. I'd probably think it was good fat. Is this fat 

separate from saturates? Yes, it is, so I'd be happy with that.”  

June (Social grade D) “I'm looking at the fat content so the chicken 

one is only 12 and the meat feast is 17, the saturates are 4.2 in the 

chicken compared to 6.4 in the meat feast, sugar is 10 but the sugar is 

less in the mat feast strangely, and the salt is 1.9 in the chicken and 

2.0 on the feast… so probably on balance the chicken would be the 

winner!  

Anna (Social grade E) “Right if I was asked to use these to make a 

choice I’d say the meat feast has 5g of sugar and this one has 10g so 

this is better, but would anyone actually do that?” 

Helen (Social grade B) “In order to work out how much is actually in 

the product I would need to work out how much is there and how 
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much is that so 15 grams, and how much I would use per serving. 

Which is why I don't use them! 

Researcher “And do the colours mean anything to you? 

Helen “Ah now! red is the bad stuff. Green means it's ok?” 

 

For these participants the colour was less salient information and the numerical data was 

discussed first. Evident from the quotes above, the consumers who perceived the labels 

in this way did not feel they had a confident grasp of the information – they made 

comments as to their guesswork and seemed to reel of numerical data without putting it 

into context. One explanation for some consumers not using the colours and instead 

focusing on the numerical detail could be that they feel threatened by the numerical data. 

Often comments were made before attempting to engage with the labels about how 

consumers felt unable to make sense of the information. Thus, the numerical data could 

be preventing some consumers using the labels altogether, even the more accessible 

colour coded information.   

The implications of this finding are important. It suggests that the addition of the GDA 

numerical information upon FoP labels could, for some consumers, be having a 

detrimental effect. This issue, and the perceptions of colour generally will be explored 

further in following section 5.3.9 Colours.  

Typically, when discussing the salience of information on FoP labels, scholars discuss 

what nutrient is of particular importance to consumers. For example, Grunert & Wills 

(2007) found UK consumers to be most interested in fats and calories. However, 

contradicting this Balcombe et al. (2010) found UK consumers to be more interested in  

salt and saturated fats. What this study suggests is that there is also a need to critique what 

parts of labels as a whole are more salient to consumers. This is best established by 
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allowing them to speak freely about their interpretations of labels, rather than asking them 

directly to select between nutrients.  

The purpose of the section has been to show that salience of information on FoPs varies 

between women. Numerous studies have examined what parts of FoP labels are salient to 

consumers, either by looking at nutrients specifically (Balcombe et al., 2010; Grunert, 

Wills, et al., 2010; Hodgkins et al., 2011; Rayner et al., 2001), or by comparing if colours 

are more salient than numerical data (Bialkova et al., 2013; Gracia & de-Magistris, 2016; 

Grunert, 2016; Siegrist et al., 2015). Yet this study is unique in that it looked at the UK’s 

GDA-TL hybrid label in isolation. And reveals that the salience of the numerical data 

could be overriding the more accessible colour information. It suggests that the 

information-heavy design of the GDA- TL label is cognitively demanding for consumers 

to navigate.  

When developing the initial FoP label format, the Food Standards Agency (2005) 

commissioned a largescale (n=2,700) piece of research which concluded that consumers 

are 30% faster at interpreting traffic light labels alone, than compared to GDA labels. It 

also found that consumers from lower socioeconomic groups were better able to interpret 

traffic light labels than compared to GDA labels. Similarly, a recent study comparing 

traffic light labels to GDA labels demonstrated that when under time constraints and when 

aiming to be health conscious, consumers performed better using traffic light labels alone 

(Crosetto et al., 2016). This study supports the notion that the information from the GDA 

section could in fact hinder consumers use of FoP labels, particularly in the UK where 

the traffic light and GDA label has been combined.  

This section goes some way in answering calls (Eden, 2011; Grunert, 2016) to begin 

unpacking how consumers make sense of FoP information generally; what parts are 
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immediately of interest and which parts are less so. It helps to build a picture of how the 

UK’s FoP label is perceived and what parts appear to be more useful than others.  

 

5.3.2 Aware but Uninterested   

 

Generally, awareness of the existence of FoP labels was high and consumers were 

appreciative of the information being there. All but one participant recognised the GDA-

TL label and had a general idea of its purpose. Eighteen of the 26 participants initially 

described the labels in positive terms such as useful or worthwhile. This echoes the 

sentiment of the Food Standard Agency’s earlier research on UK consumers attitudes 

towards FoP labels (Food Standards Agency, 2008, 2010). However, when consumers 

were permitted to expand on their answers, as was the case with this study, and having 

been observed, their response changed slightly. In line with what had been observed, the 

most common response was one of being aware of their existence but choosing not to use 

them or having very little interest in them, as the quotes below outline.  

Max (Social grade B) “I do recognise them so it's funny that I don't 

use them. That should be an easier way to find information but I don't, 

for some reason I’d always go to the other information, I don't know 

why.”   

Joy (Social grade D) “No… cause I don't need to know how many 

grams of salt is in a bag of salted peanuts I just know there's loads!”  

Claire B (Social grade C) “I have seen them before yeh but I’ve never 

used them myself” 

Erin (Social grade C) “I never pay attention to it. I don't even know 

what it is now that I'm looking more carefully… I recognise a few 

things now I'm reading it but no, I never ever took it. I never use it.”  
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June (Social grade D) “I have seen them before but I don't pay a 

huge amount of attention to them.”  

 

Claire M. (Social grade B) “Yes I know what they are but I don't use 

them...”  

Interviewer “Why’s that?” 

Claire M. (Social grade B) “Because if I'm going to buy a cheese roll 

I'm going to buy a cheese roll.. do you know.. like!?” 

Leanne (Social grade D) “To be honest I’ve never really noticed 

them, well I probably knew they were there but nah I don’t pay any 

attention to them” 

Liz (Social grade B) “Ah right no, I don’t, but I know about them. Are 

they the traffic light system?”  

Interviewer: Yes, do you know if any of the products you bought today 

had these?” 

Liz (Social grade B) “No cause I wasn’t looking.”  

Interviewer: “Do you ever use them?” 

Liz (Social grade B) “No, very rarely.”  

Kayleigh (Social grade C) “I recognise it and I know what it is but I 

don't pay any attention to it”. 

Danielle (Social grade D) “I know that it's there but the only time I 

might use it is when I buy like a triangle sandwich” 

Helen (Social grade B) “No I never bother it's too much hassle” 

Reina (Social grade E) “I’ve never really noticed them actually.”  

Susanne (Social grade C) “I just buy what I like. I don't really pay 

awful lot of attention to the traffic light scheme at all.”  

Alicia (Social grade: D) “I don’t read them... I just buy what I like” 
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The quotes above illustrate that the majority of consumers in this study were aware of the 

existence of FoP labels but hadn’t paid much attention to them. Although brief, the author 

thought it important to include these quotes since they demonstrate such a consistent 

theme and highlight the blasé attitude that the consumers held towards the existence of 

Fop labels. Typically, the lack of attention directed towards them was a result of time 

constraints in supermarkets, feeling the information on the label was irrelevant to them, 

or being unsure what the information was trying to convey. These reasons are explored 

further in the section 5.3.5 Impractical/ Resentment.  

For some years now, UK consumers have demonstrated a high level of awareness of FoP 

labels (Campos et al., 2011; Grunert, 2016; Malam et al., 2009). Yet results from this 

study underline that awareness does not translate into use. Awareness is the first step in 

many models of consumer decision-making (P. Kotler, 1972), yet the consumers then 

must have to perceive the information as relevant or practical in order to make use of it.  

In some respects, these labels are clearly attractive enough to be noticed, but not practical 

enough to be used. This study contributes by using a constructionist approach, focussing 

on the consumer’s perspective and allowing them to describe FoP labels in whatever way 

was relevant to them. This is not typically done in nutrition label research, and instead 

perceptions are presupposed from the onset.  

Awareness and perceptions of FoP labels may occur at an unconscious level. Even those 

few participants who claimed never to have noticed the FoP traffic light label before, may 

have been influenced by them at an unconscious level. However, the scope of this study 

is confined to exploring what conscious and cognisant behaviour occurs when consumers 

are presented with FoP labels. This will be influenced by both top-down (the consumer’s 

attitude, time available etc), and bottom-up factors (the type and format of the label) and 

it is these areas which are of interest (Kleef & Dagevos, 2015). The findings of this study 

emphasise that awareness does not indicate use and again speaks to the need to explore 
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relevance in food label research. Consumers did not appear to find the information on the 

labels relevant for them and the reasons for this can only be explored through qualitative 

analysis, as will be done in the subsequent sections.  

  

5.3.3 For Someone Else 

 

In terms of general liking of FoP labels, responses were mixed and varied. Almost two 

thirds of participants claimed to like the information presented in the FoP label, believing 

it was important information that should be available to the public. Comments were made 

that if the information was not present, it would be strange and that any information which 

helps to act as guide for a healthy diet is a positive thing.  

Naturally, positive attitudes were stronger amongst those that claimed to make use of 

labels. Yet despite the positive sentiment towards the existence of labels, the majority of 

women in this study purported not to use them personally. Several reasons for this 

emerged. One reoccurring response was the perception that these labels were viewed as 

useful, but for someone else. This was an unexpected result and was provided by women 

of varying body mass indexes and varying social backgrounds.  

Liz (Social grade B) “I don’t personally use them because I know 

about healthy eating but for people that aren’t aware for healthy 

eating and are being taught to use the traffic light system its actually 

very confusing and it’s not very clear to know. Like if I was an elderly 

who was on certain medication and I had to pay attention I might use 

them then. 

Erin (Social grade C) “Yeah I don't really appreciate it it’s a bit 

confusing, however it might be useful for someone who's taking care 
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of their diet. I think I do take care of my diet already, so I don't pay 

attention to these that much. 

Amanda (Social grade D) “Yeh I mean, if I went to the doctor and 

they told me your blood sugar levels are high or you need to reduce 

your salt or whatever, or if you’re borderline type 2 diabetes. I would 

then start looking at the sugar content and say there was 2 packs of 

cookies – I would look for the lower one. But I don’t want to live like 

that! Because... food tastes good! But yeh if I had to for medical 

reasons then yeh I would.  

June (Social grade D) “To be honest I don't think much about them. I 

suppose we are quite lucky because for dietary reasons -  like I have 

friends on specific diets…like medical reasons why they may have to 

be very particular about, you know, has it got so much of this or how 

much sugar or how much salt and blah blah blah.  I suppose it's 

relatively reassuring because it's giving them that information.” 

Kayleigh (Social grade C) “I think they're useful if somebody is kind 

of not aware of how to balance food. I'm quite conscious of what I 

eat.  A lot of it I try and make cause that’s better than just buying in 

packets all the time but I mean if she has a pot noodle she has a pot 

noodle it's not the end of the world.  

Claire M. (Social grade B) “I don't think it’s helpful for my 

generation but maybe younger people… Yeah maybe… like especially 

for breastfeeding women. Like there are things, you should eat and try 

to get a balanced diet when breastfeeding so the baby gets this that 

and the other...”   

Kirsty (Social grade C) “Oh I like labels. I think for people that are 

actually trying to proactively watch what they’re eating and say if the 

salt content was high and people had high blood pressure and they 

need to check that or whatever. I think it’s good.”  

Alicia (Social grade: D) “I think if there is something specific we 

were trying to change, or yeah because if the doctor told me to take 
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care of my diet seriously I might – but at the moment I don't feel like… 

there's no need.” 

 

It should be clarified that these women had not been asked ‘who do you believe the labels 

are for’, instead they had simply been asked if they found the information on the labels 

useful, and a surprisingly high number of women reported that they perceived them as 

useful ‘for someone else’. This represents a contribution to knowledge since to the 

author’s knowledge, no other studies have reported this finding. It may help to explain 

previous findings generally report positive attitudes towards labels alongside low actual 

use within supermarkets (Liu et al., 2015; Seward et al., 2016). The use of exploratory 

qualitative interviews which seeks out this exact type of nuanced response has proved 

useful here. The findings highlight that a clear distinction exists between attitudes towards 

the labels generally, and attitudes towards labels for personal use. Moreover, it ties back 

to section 5.2.3 Role of Context, which discussed the need for the ‘relevance’ of these 

labels to be investigated in future research.  

This notion of the labels being for someone else, does not appear in previous studies of 

UK consumers’ attitudes towards food labelling (Food Standards Agency, 2008, 2010; 

Malam et al., 2009). One explanation for this may be, that having just been observed in a 

shopping environment, consumers in this study were more likely to be honest or 

remember why labels are avoided – as opposed to when being questioned in an online 

survey. Other reasons as to why this may not have appeared previously, is due to the 

limited method in which perceptions were explored. For example, asking participants to 

rate their accordance with pre-determined statements such as “This FoP label provides 

me with the information I need’, ‘This FoP label gives too much information’ etc (Méjean 

et al., 2013), and thereby limiting participants’ ability to express their true views.  
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Although several believed that back-of-pack information was more trustworthy 

(discussed in section 5.3.8 Trust in Labels), participants liked the fact that the information 

was colourful and designed to be used in an at-a-glance fashion. This is supported by 

previous research which has shown that when using eye-tracking equipment, the colours 

on FoP labels do speed up the time required to process the information  (Siegrist et al., 

2015). Perhaps consumers positive attitudes towards labels stems from the fact that they 

can understand how the labels should be used, but importantly, this does not mean that 

they will be. Experiments which use eye tracking devices and ask consumers to make 

comparisons between products are not representative of real life experiences when 

consumers had not been instructed to be healthy.  

It is clear from the quotes above that women perceive the UK’s FoP traffic light label as 

inherently designed for medical use or for those on a specific diet, they do not perceive 

them as practical and for everyday use. They are consistently found to be ‘for someone 

else’. However, according to the UK Government, FoP labels are designed to aid all 

consumers make healthier choices (The Scottish Government, 2013b) since even small 

tweaks to diet can lead to substantial health benefits (Kahan & Manson, 2017). Therefore, 

it could be considered an immense waste of effort if this issue is not rectified and 

consumers are not made aware that FoP labels are for all and should be used regularly.  

 

5.3.4 Rarely Used  

 

During the shopping trip accompanied by the researcher FoP labels did not appear to be 

used, however a few women did claim to use them on other occasions during the 

interviews. Of these few women, use of labels was irregular and infrequent. There were 

however, consistent reasons provided for using labels – most notably when buying a 
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product for the first time, or when comparing two similar products. FoP labels were most 

often referred to when buying confectionary or ready meals and least likely to be used 

them when buying fruit, vegetables or meat. This is consistent with previous studies 

(Graham & Jeffery, 2011; Grunert, Fernández-Celemín, et al., 2010; Grunert & Wills, 

2007).  

Sammy (Social grade E) “I’d pay attention to them if I was buying 

something different but if I was buying the regular stuff and I know 

what I’m going to buy then I wouldn’t really use them.”  

Lorna (Social grade A) “Well if I was buying something for the first 

time I probably would check them. Because a lot of what I was buying 

just now I had bought previously – I kind of aware of what’s in it and 

what is not in it. But if I was buying something for the first time I 

probably would pay more attention to that label.  

Roisin (Social grade B) “I think they’re quite useful. I didn’t really 

use them today but if I was buying something new I’d be more likely 

to use them I think. I think I tend to use them more when it’s not like 

stock or staple stuff, like cooking things, but I would use them more if 

it was a snack or an oatcake or something sweet or something like 

that. I would tend to look at the calories or sugar content probably.”  

Fiona (Social grade B) “Because it's right there -the facts are laid 

out on the table. And when you start paying attention to it it's quite 

scary actually what things have in them - and yeh so how hidden stuff. 

But like look at that look how much fat is in that? [points to cereal] 

But yeah, it's useful definitely useful. I guess because you're faced 

with facts. So, you can’t, and that's a good thing, so you can't go on 

pretending that you know ‘this is kind of good for me’ I mean things 

that you thought, I can't think of an example right now but, things that 

used to think we're good for you and it’s like actually - like bread 

maybe” 

This minority of participants, who were all from higher social groups, valued FoP labels 

when buying something for the first time. Typically, consumers would compare, for 
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example, the fat level or the calorie count between two products and select the lower one 

when trying to be healthy. In these instances, the nutrient which was of importance to 

them was selected and the other nutrients ignored. The fact that instances when labels 

were referred to, involved only 4 women, all of which were from higher social groups, 

suggests that label use is exceedingly limited, and this must be influenced by social status.  

One reason why the labels were predominantly only used for first time purchases was that 

many consumers believed that they had an innate knowledge of what is in the products 

they consume and thus checking of nutrients was unnecessary. This perception of 

instinctive or intuitive knowledge as to what the products contained was again only found 

in women of higher social groups. Yet there is some evidence that FoP labels are actually 

having a paradoxical effect on higher SES groups, who over-consume when confronted 

with ‘healthy’ labels (Crockett et al., 2014). From the quotes above it appears that simply 

having purchased something previously, makes consumers feel as though they ae aware 

of that products’ nutrient count. This may be an area for future research to consider. What 

role does familiarity of product play in perceptions of health? Are FoPs seen as less 

relevant when the consumer is familiar with the branding of the product? The findings of 

this study suggest that the relevance of FoP labels is dependent upon the familiarity of 

the product, and this may be true regardless if the nutritional content of the product is 

known.    

 

5.3.5 Impractical / Resentment  

 

There were however, several who showed an immediate disliking of FoP labels. The 

following responses were taken from the consumers’ initial immediate reactions to FoP 

labels. Following the shop, an item displaying a FoP label was selected from the 
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participant’s basket, and the participant was asked to describe their immediate reactions 

to them. This extremely open fashioned method of interviewing allowed for a wide range 

of opinions to be heard, in contrast to previous studies which tend to focus on a specific 

aspect of label use.  Commonly the disliking was due to the information being too 

complex or too detailed to make sense of, which irritated consumers (this is discussed 

further in section 5.3.7 Confusion). As can be seen from the quotes below, the information 

upon FoP labels often appeared to consumers as abstract and therefore irrelevant.  

Susanne (Social grade C) “I'm trying to articulate why I don't... I just 

don't find the information...  I find it deflating, I don't find it 

particularly helpful…7 grams of what? Of one 30g serving - I can't 

quantify that, I can't imagine what that looks like.  And it's not 

important to me... it's not relevant because I don't know what to do 

with it.”  

Liz (Social grade B) “It’s hard to calculate it. It’s hard to –If you’re 

not aware of healthy eating in the first place and then you’re trying to 

calculate the percentage of different things and the size of a 

pizza…you’d just to go and buy a pizza! You’d probably be like, I 

can’t be bothered, and just pick whatever is easiest and cheapest.”  

Researcher “How would you describe your immediate response to 

these?” 

Max (Social grade B) “Probably irritated... I just like, there is too 

much information. If I go to the back I know I’m going to get the facts. 

I suppose I just assume that everything on the front of packaging is 

designed to entice me.” 

June (Social grade D) “It’s a bit abstract but I guess as I said I don’t 

think we would be – we don’t watch how much sugar or how much of 

this and that and the other, unless we had to.”   

 

For extracts above indicate that some women immediately disliked the labels due to the 

level of information provided. The large quantity of information left women feeling like 
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it was either too cumbersome to calculate, or not relevant to them. Although this 

sentiment has previously been noted elsewhere in  nutrition label literature (Cruz-

Góngora et al., 2017; Draper et al., 2011; Leek et al., 2015), this study uniquely explores 

some of the reasons as to why consumers felt the information was too cumbersome or 

impractical in section 5.3.7 Confusion. One of the very few studies which allowed 

consumers to discuss FoP labels in an open style, asked them to categorise their preferred 

qualities of a variety of label formats. Results indicated that consumers most valued the 

‘directness’ of label format, as in labels that were least ambiguous (Hodgkins et al., 2011). 

This study adds to these findings by suggesting that UK consumers still do not regard the 

GD-TL label as direct and straightforward.  

Another explanation for the disliking found here which is not reported elsewhere is the 

fact that previous FoP label studies tended to ask consumers to compare the UK’s GDA-

TL label format with other forms (Food Standards Agency, 2005; Hughes et al., 2008; 

Leek et al., 2015; Maubach & Hoek, 2010). This study suggests, that this may have led 

to an inflated perceived likability of GDA-TL labels. As can be seen here, when examined 

in isolation rather than in a comparison design, consumers do raise concerns with the 

GDA-TL format.  

Other participants described an immediate resistance to being ‘told how to behave’ and 

felt irritated by the labels’ message, as illustrated below. These women were resistant 

against yet another form of behaviour monitoring on the part of the Government. This 

initial negative perception at the presence of labels will undoubtedly influence how, and 

if, labels are engaged with.  

Helen (Social grade B) “I do get irritated… by you know, there's this 

much sugar in this and there's this much sugar in that, and I think 

yeah so what? It irritates me because there's a lot of hype over it. A 

lot of hype. I think the premise behind it is good but it’s like we are 
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not incapable of understanding - like saying did you know your drink 

has this much sugar in it?  I'm like yeah, I did know I'm an adult and 

I'm drinking it consciously! I think it obviously has a bearing because 

it's still in use…  but it's like the calories - everything has calories so 

it's just about weighing up. Cucumbers have calories but if I eat a 

whole one I'm going to be more-full than if I eat something with sugar 

in it.”  

Alicia (Social grade: D) “It makes me slightly cross that they’re 

trying to warn me that this is a dangerous fatty food when this is 

peanuts and peanuts are not dangerous!” 

Joy (Social grade D) “Haha they’re telling me how to be like in a 

nanny state! Well I don't trust the government and I don't trust the 

supermarkets so I'm just as likely not to trust the middleman. I think 

they subsidize big businesses. They're all in cahoots with each other, 

the whole system... I'm guessing it's because somebody somewhere is 

trying to trick you” 

 

The quotes above represent some objections consumers feel towards FoP labels. 

Surprisingly, some participants found the presence of this seemingly helpful information 

to be irritable because of what it stood for. They are angered by the consistent message 

that diets are the individual’s responsibility and dislike being advised how to behave. This 

finding provides support for previous work which found that some consumers hold a 

distaste for being advised on how to behave or what to eat, which results in them ignoring 

labelling and instead judging a product based on appearances rather than labelling  

(Enright et al., 2010). 

One explanation for this response type could be linked to who the consumer believes to 

be responsible for the information.  Health messages from the Government are often 

perceived to be “preachy, boring and too much like hard work” (Robertson, 2008, p. 7). 

As far as the author is aware, this is the first study to question where consumers believe 
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the information on FoP labels originates (discussed more in section 5.3.8 Trust) and 

consider how these perceptions influences label engagement. When discussing the 

practicality of these labels several participants responded in an almost defensive manner 

‘If I want to buy it I will!’ suggesting that the labels are interpreted as a command which 

can be ignored.  If the FoP labels are perceived as yet another Government initiative, it 

could be off-putting from the start. Although this group of participants were in the 

minority, this does present a new finding and possible area to explore in future research.  

 

5.3.6 Irrelevant 

 

Aside from ‘for someone else’ (section 5.3.3) other prominent reasons for ignoring the 

FoP labels were that price or taste preferences overrode the consumer’s desires to be 

healthy. Unsurprisingly, price sensitivity was more of a concern for those from lower 

social groups, this will be discussed in section 5.4 Perceptions as influenced by 

Socioeconomic Status.  The branding of products and habitual purchases were also 

provided as explanations as to why labels were disregarded. Many women found the 

labels impractical to use or were simply unsure how to make sense of them and for this 

reason paid very little attention to them. Participants were asked here ‘Why do you feel 

you don’t make use of them?’ 

Helen (Social grade B) “because I'm a mum who is just so focused on 

what needs to be done every 10 minutes. I just think I do not have 

time”.  

Claire B (Social grade C) “Because if I'm going to buy cheese I'm 

going to buy cheese... do you know... like I don't think, they could stop 

me. Tonight, we're having jacket potatoes tomorrow night we're 

having garlicy sausages, Wednesday night my hubby is out so we’ll 

have soup leftovers, so... and I know what we're having for the rest of 
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the week as well and... so yeah if they happen to have one more gram 

of fat so be it! I like the taste of it!” 

Liz (Social grade B) “It’s hard to calculate it. It’s hard to – If you’re 

not aware of healthy eating in the first place and then you’re trying to 

calculate the percentage of different things and the size of the pizza, 

just to go and buy a pizza!? You’d probably be like, I can’t be 

bothered, and just pick whatever is easiest and cheapest.”  

Alissa (Social grade: C) “I just don’t see how you would use that 

every time you went shopping, it would take you bloody ages.” 

Susanne (Social grade C) “I just buy what I like. I don't really pay an 

awful lot of attention to the traffic light scheme at all. Because if I 

want to doughnut I will eat a doughnut!” 

 

As can be seen from the quotes above, some women viewed the labels as irrelevant. 

Labels were found to be impractical due to the time and effort required to understand their 

meaning. This appeared to be exacerbated by the fact that labels broke down the products 

contents into four nutrients which, to the consumers, seemed excessive. Consumers have 

been shown to struggle to make sense of labels which include several nutrients (Black & 

Rayner, 1992), which is what the UK have opted for.  

The quotes above also illustrate that participants felt that with all the pressures of being a 

mother and a wife and providing for the family, the likelihood of a label impacting upon 

their dietary decisions is negligible. Confusion as to what was meant by the labels was a 

significant issue which will be discussed in the following section. Others believed the 

information conveyed through the label was too detailed and they felt unable to make 

sense of it. The overarching reason for non-use here is that consumers did not feel that 

the presence of a FoP label would alter their behaviour.  
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Much previous research is dedicated to examining which label format performs best for 

consumer comprehension. For example, exploring which label design will allow 

consumers to be able to identify which products have higher levels of nutrients, and which 

products are less healthy. Yet what this research suggests is that, even if participants are 

able to do that, that level of detail into a products nutrient level, is impractical for the 

average consumer doing the average weekly shop. The implications of these findings are 

that future research should move away from demonstrating consumers’ capabilities 

within labs, because in the real world contexts there are numerous confounding variables 

that aren’t being accounted for.   

 

5.3.7 Confusion  

 

Every participant described some level of confusion when dealing with FoP labels. 

Confusion occurred due to a multitude of reasons which will be discussed below. The 

participants were asked to make sense of the labels in whatever way they saw fit. Of 

interest was how they went about this process and how the labels were subjectively 

perceived. This section addresses recent calls for research to explore why consumers lack 

motivation to use FoP labels (EUFIC, 2017). It also addresses confusion in a novel way 

compared to prior research, as will be discussed at the end of this section.   

5.3.7.1 Percentage of What? 
 

To make use of the percentages stated on FoP labels, consumers are required to visualise 

the amounts listed as a percentage of their daily intake. For example, if a product stated 

12% fat, the consumer would have to put this into context of what other fats they had 

consumed that day. This also typically involves performing a calculation on the serving 
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size against how much was consumed. As can be seen from the quotes below, consumers 

were unsure that this calculation was required, more importantly, they were unsure what 

the percentage sign was even referring to.  The mere presence of a percentage sign was 

confusing to many consumers. 

 

Max (Social grade B)  “How do I know if they're per cake, or per 

100g? They might use a different measure or amount per product.  So, 

I still might end up confused I don't know why it's so confusing there's 

colours and they're in blocks but, it should be easy… I don't like lists 

and tables, and percentages and numbers just gets confusing… you 

can see how they try to simplify it but emm... is it the same on all 

packs?” 

Martha (Social grade E) “So basically 30 grams of peanuts will 

contain 31 percent fat which is obvious because they’re really fatty, 

they are good for you though it's a kind of good fat, they have very 

little salt and sugar is so it’s good, 1%. Saturates 1.8% I'm assuming 

that's not too bad…  

Researcher “Do you know what the percentage is of? 

Martha (Social grade E) “Percentage of… that would be good to 

know! God knows actually, God knows, probably some other weird 

stuff. No, I'm not sure.” 

Sammy (Social grade E) “Well it sort-of shows you quite clearly but 

it’s not entirely clear to me what the percentages mean. Like is that % 

of your daily allowance? Or is that a % of what’s in the tub? That 

part isn’t clear to me. But from looking at it, it’s a product you 

shouldn’t have all the time anyway cause it’s got the yellow label for 

sugar.”  

Researcher “OK so the colours help you in that sense?” 

Sammy “Yes but the percentages no – just realised I’ve no idea what 

they mean!  [laughs] I can see at a glance red-yellow-green, you 

know… how much has it got of each, and that will help me make a 

quick decision rather than having to get like a qualification in 
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nutrition and trying to figure out maths and whatever. That’s just too 

much!” 

Fiona (Social grade B) “So what's that 1% of? Your daily 

recommended intake? What is the percentage again? Five times the 

number… that doesn't add up, I've forgotten the percentages. It can't 

be 1% of your... Hmm what is it? To be fair I've never really sat and 

thought in the percentages.”  

Researcher “So is it the colours that you use?” 

Fiona (Social grade B) “Yes, the colours definitely. Like I say I don't 

pay a huge amount of attention to the to the amounts… the whole 

calculations in grams - it's not my forte…I hadn’t actually looked at 

the actual numbers which seem slightly confusing” 

 

As can be seen above, when asked to make sense of the labels, consumers began to reel 

off the numerical data without attempting to put this into context or explain what these 

figures actually suggest. When asked outright what the percentages refer to, many were 

unsure. The last quote by Fiona was particularly revealing because she was one of the few 

who had discussed how favourable she is of these labels and had claimed to use them 

regularly. Yet evidently found them challenging to discuss. If consumers are unaware 

what the percentage is referring to, it could result in misinterpretations and unintended 

consequences. More likely however, is that the perceived confusion would result in 

avoidance behaviour. If even the experienced consumer who claims to use these labels 

cannot decode the informational content, then who are they for? This study, unlike others, 

has provided consumers the opportunity to explain their confusion with regards to the 

label content.  

 

5.3.7.2 Terminology Issues  
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One surprising issue which arose due to the terminology used on FoP labels, was 

participants perceiving the reference intake (RI) to refer to a target which should be 

achieved, rather than a maximum value which should be avoided.  As in, consumers 

perceived that if a pizza contained 20% fat of your reference intake, you would have 80% 

of fat left to consume that day. Or if one pizza contained 20% fat, this was read as a 

suggestion to consume another 4 pizzas that day. This led to yet more confusion because 

consumers felt this was an unlikely scenario. This is fundamentally entirely the opposite 

message from what the reference intake had intended to convey. Reference intakes are 

supposed to indicate the maximum level of nutrient to consume per day.  

Claire M (Social grade B) “So that's 5g of sugar on my toast, let 

alone the sugar that’s in the bread plus the fat that’s in the butter, 

plus the butter on the bread cause I do that to [laughs], but then it's 

still telling me I've got another 20 times that that I’m allowed to eat 

per day. Is that what its telling me? 

Researcher “So are these figures something you could use to make a 

decision?” 

Erin (Social grade C) “I don’t feel like I would know how…these 

percentages at the end… well not that it’s confusing but it’s difficult 

to keep up. For example, this is 1% of my daily intake, so I can have 

100 portions of that? Like that thing, would I go to the supermarket 

and put together products to make 100%? No, I wouldn’t do that. The 

percentage might be helpful for others but for me it’s more like a 

puzzle than helpful.”  

Researcher “Do you know what your daily intake actually means?”  

Claire B (Social grade C) “Oh well it's a government guideline 

basically saying you should be eating 30 grams of fat per day or 

something... and... I don’t even know if that’s what it is -is that what it 

is? 

Helen (Social grade B) “Oh yeah and when are you going to work 

that out? Like oh man I have 99% of peanuts left to eat...” 
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Researcher “What do you think that 20% is referring to? 

Leanne (Social grade D) “Are they saying that’s 20% of your daily 

calorie intake? 

Researcher “Do you find that information helpful?” 

Leanne (Social grade D) “No, I’m never going to be like ok now onto 

my 80% for the rest of the day!” 

Researcher “You mentioned daily allowance – what do you mean by 

that? 

Liz (Social grade B) “Your daily calorie intake. So, 2000 or a woman 

and 2500 if you’re a man.” →confused RI with calorie daily 

allowance  

 

Perceiving the labels in this way is particularly dangerous since it would suggest 

consuming 100% of each nutrient per day, as in a much higher value than is actually 

recommended. This appears to be an unintended consequence inherent in the current 

design of UK FoP labels. Some scholars did argued against the use of reference intake as 

a guide – because they do not distinguish between recommended maximum and minimum 

amounts (Lobstein et al., 2007), and this study provides concrete support for this concern. 

The Government guidelines explicitly state that FoP labels should not mislead consumers 

in anyway  (The Scottish Government, 2013b), yet if the percentages are read as targets 

or goals, then this is precisely what is happening.  

The last two participants in the quotes above have confused reference intake with calorie 

intake. Each nutrient has a daily recommended intake, for example 25g of sugar per day. 

However, the participant here believed that reference intake referred to calorie intake 

which is 2,000 for women and 2,500 for men. Conflating reference intake with calorie 

intake only serves to demonstrate the extent to which consumers are misreading the 

information presented. Although the focus of this study was not to be concerned with 

objective understandings, it becomes clear from these quotes that misunderstandings led 
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to subjective confusion around food labels. Typically, it is not as though consumers 

believe they are able to use the labels and then make errors, but instead from the initial 

engagement with labels they feel unable to compute. The quotes above demonstrate that 

the consumers are well aware of their limited knowledge in deciphering these labels, and 

this feeling of uncertainty leads to avoidance.   

Despite the fact that each FoP label explicitly states what the percentage is referring to – 

‘percentage of your reference intake’, misinterpretations were commonplace.  ‘Reference 

intake’ refers to the maximum amount of nutrients that should be consumed per day.  Yet 

despite this, the wording still leads to consumer confusion. The use of this unfamiliar 

terminology meant that some consumers avoided engaging in discussion about its 

meaning altogether. As can be seen in the quotes below, not knowing what reference 

intake meant was off-putting.  

Researcher “Ok so you’re unsure what the figures refer to but does 

this sentence here make it clear at all? [points to ‘percentage of your 

reference intake’ on packet]”   

Leanne (Social grade D) “Not really. I don’t know what they mean by 

that to be honest” 

Researcher “what do you think it might be?” 

Leanne “Like the percentage in the pack? I don’t know.” 

Max (Social grade B)  “Intake is familiar but not reference intake. 

Reference has hundreds of meanings...” 

Dani (Social grade D) “I have no idea what reference intake means 

Researcher “Can you guess?”  

Dani (Social grade D) “Something scientific?” 

Researcher “Yes [Laughs] they have recently changed ‘guideline 

daily amount’ -which you mentioned earlier- to reference intake” 

Dani (Social grade D) “I guess something to do with – if I didn’t find 

any other information on the recommended daily allowance on the 

label – then I guess, and I had to read the print on the side which I 
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normally don’t do, then I might come to conclusion that that’s what 

they mean… but it’s not obvious that it’s that at a glance.”  

Erin (Social grade C) “So this is the sugar and it contains 6% of your 

daily sugar. But is that sugar you should… or is that the average that 

people do intake?” 

Researcher “What about these figures here do you know what they’re 

trying to tell you? 

Helen (Social grade B) “nope!” 

In the cases above, consumers simply did not know what reference intake meant. This 

results in all the other figures and percentages on the labels having no concrete meanings, 

since they are dependent upon the reference intake. And thus, consumers felt that their 

interpretations were guesswork. Benelam (2013) predicted that the change from GDA to 

reference intake (RI) would cause yet more consumer confusion because of the 

widespread presence of FoP labels already in place, and this study goes some way to 

support that. The term GDA was changed to RI since GDA’s differ between men and 

women yet there is only one stable RI’s. Buckton, Lean, and Combet (2015) showed that 

complicated terminology in health campaigns leads to misunderstandings by Scottish 

adults, and this was particularly significant for those of lower social groups. This study 

highlights the need for the general public to be consulted on which terminology should 

be used, especially in public health campaigns.  

Finally, the terminology used to describe the units of measure also caused confusion. For 

example, the fact that each label contains grams, kcal, kJ, energy displayed in two 

formats, reference intakes and per 100g, meant that consumers were unable to visualise 

what exactly was being referred to or have a general sense of the overall information. The 

quantities were abstract and difficult to process, as highlighted below: - 

Sammy (Social grade E) “I don’t think that – I mean, those tell you 

what you’re getting per portion, per oatcake or per 100grams of 
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whatever… The only thing that might be useful is when it’s for 

something that is less obvious so if you look at a pack of biscuits and 

it says fat per biscuit you know exactly what you’re getting per 

biscuit, but when it says per 100g – visually figuring out what 100g is 

quite difficult.  I mean I have no idea what 15g looks like! Not a clue! 

 

Kirsty (Social grade C) “I don’t even know what a tablespoon is in 

grams! I just assume 15g is a couple of table spoons?” 

Anna (Social grade E) “OK so here sugar is very high, its 9.1g, but I 

don’t know what that is but it’s probably quite high” 

Researcher: “What do you mean by you don’t know what it is?” 

Anna “Like I don’t know what 9.1grams is. I don’t know how much 

that would be. I don’t ever cook things like that” 

Joy (Social grade D) “Orange is not really healthy but I think green 

is. Green is going to be healthy because it's got the least sugar so, or 

fat, but I don't even know what the other thing is [referring to 

energy].”  

Kirsty (Social grade C) “But whether people actually use them… well 

it says here percentages/grams whatever. Like it usually says it out of 

100g but it says here out of 15g so all of the sizes are different, so I 

think that could be confusing for people.” 

 

As the quotes above indicate, the quantities used on FoP labels were clearly confusing to 

the consumers. Yet is it the EU which permits multiple ways to display nutrients – per 

100 g or per 100 ml and, if desired, per portion, where the portion must be clearly stated 

on the pack (European Union, 2011). Several participants made suggestions as to how to 

better convey the FoP labels information – for example by displaying sugar quantity as 

sugar cubes. Ultimately, consumers were expressing the fact that as it stands, the 

information displayed on FoP labels is arbitrary and impractical.    
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In reference to the last quote above, Joy is assuming that green signifies low sugar or fat. 

However, the green could be used to refer to saturates or salt. Joy mentions that she is 

unsure what the ‘other thing’ is. What she is referring to is energy. Energy in FoP labels 

is always displayed with a white background unlike the other nutrients which are colour 

coded. This was picked up by other participants as being confusing which is discussed in 

section 5.3.9 Perceptions of Colours. One study conducted in Australia, found that when 

asked about energy specifically, consumers, particularly those of lower SES were unsure 

of its meaning and this led them to select energy dense foods (Watson et al., 2013). As 

far as the author is aware, no research has yet to explore consumers’ perceptions of energy 

in terms of it appearing white on FoP labels, and how this is interpreted by consumers. 

Thereby making it an ideal area for future research to explore. What are the implications 

of displaying energy count as ‘white’ alongside a multitude of other nutrients being colour 

coded. It is likely that there will be a subgroup of consumers who use ‘energy’ count to 

make judgments about products, as has been found within this study. Therefore, research 

is required to assess how these consumers are impacted by the colours used on FoP labels.  

Lastly, several consumers suggested that if the information was presented in one format, 

or in a more visual format using an icon, for example sugar cubes, then the information 

would be far more digestible, as per below.  

Lindsay (Social grade B) “So something like – if it’s a non-standard 

measure, like if you’re saying 15g of peanut butter is this... if it is a 

teaspoon – have a picture! Show us if it’s like a flat teaspoon or 

heaped teaspoon. They’re two very different types. Something very 

visual.”  

Martha (Social grade E) “Well you scan the label of the product and 

it shows you how much sugar is in it in little sugar cubes. So, I think 

that would be better information than what you see here because you 

see how many cubes and you think oh my god do I really eat so many? 

Whereas here you just see the number and think less than 1% why 
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not?  It needs to be shown better visually so people know or even 

bigger so it's like ‘have a look at me’. Look at what you eat!  On some 

products it says that girls should have 2000 calories and guys should 

have 2500, maybe they should say something like you need this 

amount of salt daily and look how much is in this. To put it into 

context.  

Max (Social grade B) “I think that’s missing is a tiny little legend of 

just showing a traffic light. [Laughs]. Just a tiny traffic light! And 

something in the corner that says your recommended daily intake.  

Claire B (Social grade C) “Look I don't know if I'll ever use them but 

they could have something like –rather than saying here is 15 – they 

could say 1 teaspoon or one tablespoon, things that everyone knows. 

And say 1 teaspoon provides you with, -and this would probably 

reduce the amount of sugar you’re eating-, provides you with 20% of 

your daily sugar intake or whatever it is.  

These quotes help to paint a picture of consumers perceptions of FoP labels as confused 

and misguided. They suggest that the numerical data should be put into context for 

example by stating how much of each nutrient is recommended per day, despite the labels 

already attempting to convey this information. Other suggestions are for a key to be used 

to clarify the meaning of the red, amber and green colours. These sorts of insights should 

be used to form policy. Consumers are the intended users of FoP labels and their 

interpretations should be given stronger weight. It is evident from the lack of qualitative 

research within the field of nutrition labelling that this is not the case.  

 

5.3.7.3 Numerical Overload  
 

The sheer volume of numerical data stated on a FoP label was often overwhelming and 

off-putting for consumers. When asked ‘what does the label tell you about the pizza?’ it 
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is evident from the quotes below that the vast amount of numerical information resulted 

in a computational overload. The following outlines a typical encounter with a FoP label 

from the participant’s perspective.  

Liz (Social grade B) “Are they saying that 100g of that pizza contains 

209kj so that means that pizza contains over 600 calories?... Well 

that’s even more confusing. Because then its saying typical energy 

value per 100g is 209? So, then that’s 375. So, and 209 times by 3 

which would make say 650? – but then they’re now saying up here 

[Points to another part of the FoP label] that its 392… Boy this is 

hard work just to buy a pizza!” 

Leanne (Social grade D) “OK so if I was to look at that I’d say fat is 

17%, saturates is 21%, sugar is 11 and salt is 32 and it says its half a 

pizza here – as if you’re going to just leave half! Right but yeh that’s... 

I don’t know why that would be important to anyone”  

Researcher “Can you try to summarise, overall what this is telling 

you in terms of the sugar level in this product?  

Claire M. (Social grade B) “It's telling me that it's a medium amount, 

like well not like medium but like, well like yeh a medium allowance 

of sugar in one portion, not in the whole jar obviously, I assume – yeh 

one serving... So, it’s telling me ‘me oh my god you’re going to die of 

heart disease because you’ve got so much fat and quite a lot of sugar’ 

but it’s not going to kill you… But hang on, this is 1%, 100g of 

sugar!? But if that’s saying 1% of sugar is your daily intake –it’s 

saying 100% of your daily intake is 100 grams of sugar –that sounds 

like a lot! So basically, it’s telling me this is 1% of your daily intake is 

1.1g which is 1% so we can say 100g of sugar per day is your daily 

allowance and that’s healthy for you?... Well it seems like a lot! So 

340g in the thing, so there’s like a 15-gram portion, so about 24 

portions you talking about? … Well it means nothing really. Looking 

at that label then, it means nothing if that’s what I’m meant to do.”  
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These extracts provide a unique insight into how consumers at least try to ‘make sense’ 

of FoP labels. The standard FoP label contains 12 distinct numbers, each nutrient in 

grams, and as a reference intake, as well as the calorie count again either in grams or as a 

percentage. In addition, the serving size it presented typically as either half the pack, per 

slice etc. Trying to navigate this wealth of numerical data was challenging for every 

consumer interviewed. Erroneous calculations were frequent and the general perceptions 

of having engaged with labels in this manner was a feeling that it wasn’t worth the hassle. 

Claire’s quote demonstrates that when describing the colour, she was comfortable, but 

when prompted to engage with the numerical content, this changed to confusion and 

irritation. Although the colours can provide an at-a-glance measure, if the numerical data 

is unusable it begs the question why is it there? Could it be doing more harm than good? 

In 2005, Cowburn & Stockley  identified to 19 studies which highlight the problems 

consumers face when converting nutirional information. This study supports these 

findings. In addition, it demonstrates that despite all of the research dedicated to 

deciphering which labels performs best, and a unified label format eventually being 

enforced across the UK, consumers are still perplexed by their meaning.    

Confusion was also caused when expectations were not met. For example, on some 

products 10g of sugar would be coded amber and on others this would be coded as red. 

The reason for this difference is that it depends on the quantity of sugar that that particular 

label is referring to, this may be per serving or per 100g for instance. When comparing 

two products, this change in reference point was often overlooked or caused confusion, 

as can be seen below.  

Martha (Social grade E) “The first thing I'm looking at is what is 

red.  Here it’s salt and fat so I would choose this one because that has 

14% of fat and it’s red - yeah that's not good. And this one has only 

17%. But then you wonder why is this one red and that one not red 

even though that one has a lower percentage?  
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Researcher “Why do you think that might be? 

Martha (Social grade E) “Well that's what I'm wondering because 

they are the same amount - 400g, and that one has less calories. This 

is strange I would never have thought a takeaway Alfredo would have 

less than this one made in Italy.” 

Max (Social grade B) “It states this is Amber but it's only 1% so how 

does that work? Well 1.1 gram and well… I can't do any maths right 

now... I wouldn't trust this product anyway.”   

Liz (Social grade B) “This is terrible. It’s just full of salt. Full of salt. 

That should not be a yellow no way – that should be a flashing red!  

Naturally, consumers do not need to understand the process behind the FoP label 

colouring system, and what causes some to be red and other amber. The goal is simply to 

act as an at-a-glance additional piece of information when choosing foods. However, if 

consumers perceive 10% of fats to be associated with the colour red in some 

circumstances and amber in others, it can lead them to believe the system is flawed or 

contains errors, as stated in the quote above. This notion also reduces trust in labels. In 

some instances, only two colours were used on FoP labels rather than three, this again 

confused consumers as to why that would be the case. This is explored further in section 

5.3.9 Colour.  

A feeling of confusion towards FoP labels has been long noted within the literature (Food 

Standards Agency, 2005; Leek et al., 2015). However, contributions have been made here 

in the form of providing insight and clarity as to why consumers feel so confused. In 

addition, this study allowed consumers to express how they felt around the confusion, 

rather than simply stating it exists, this study explored what impact that has for 

consumers. Some reasons include misinterpreting or not knowing what certain 

terminology means, conflating certain nutritional terms, and feeling overwhelmed with 

the volume of data. Much research reports positive opinions towards FoP labels, however 
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these tend to be derived from studies which question consumers in surveys or in lab 

conditions about the preferred label from a selection of labels. When looking in isolation, 

and importantly in context, it becomes apparent that confusion remains rampant.  

Leek, Szmigin, & Baker (2015) offer one of the few studies which specifically attempted 

to understand UK consumers confusion around FoP labels, yet again, their research 

methodology involved label comparisons. Confusion is discussed in terms of consumers 

making mistakes when interpreting labels, for example by miscalculating which label 

represents the healthiest product. This section makes practical contributions by focussing 

instead on subjective perceptions of confusion in relation to food labels. It has been shown 

here that the consumer’s own belief in their ability to decipher the labels also impacts 

their motivation to use or engage with them.   

 

5.3.8 Trust  

 

One issue which arose spontaneously following observations, which is often omitted from 

lab-based experiments, was consumers’ mistrust in labels. Since this issue was raised by 

many of the initial participants, a question regarding trust specifically, was added to the 

original set of interview questions.  Semi-structured interviews enables this style of 

adjustments to questions to be made during the data collection process (Bryman & Bell, 

2015).  

A lack of trust was high amongst participants and resulted in the labels being ignored. 

Some participants believed that the information on the front of pack was not as 

trustworthy as that on the back of pack. Thus, would only rely on back of pack (BoP) 

information to guide their choices. When probed as to why this was the case, the responses 

generally involved the fact that BoP information was more comprehensive and allowed 
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for a more thorough investigation of the product’s contents, although it was also said that 

this information was rarely used either. However, some women viewed the use of colour 

in the FoP information as a distraction that was attempting to sell the product. This echoes 

the findings of previous research (Malam et al., 2009). Interestingly, they viewed them 

along the same lines as health claims, as though a selling feature of the product.    

 

Max (Social grade B) “No I don’t actually [use labels] that’s quite 

funny. I’d probably go to the back to the nutritional information that’s 

where I’d would go probably. Although I do recognise them so it’s 

funny that I don’t use them. That should be an easier way easier 

information to use but I don’t, for some reason I always go to the 

other information, I don’t know why.  

Researcher “Why do you think that might be? 

Max (Social grade B) “Maybe I don’t trust things on the front, that 

say little things on the front because then… I don’t know… but I think 

I have a kind of natural distrust or anything colourful on the front of 

packets. So, as I say I tend not to look at them, also I think it looks like 

they could pick out a bit of information and... they do that all the time. 

They say this is really low fat, but don't tell you it’s high in sugar.  

Leanne (Social grade D) “I just ignore all that, you can’t trust any of 

it - like low fat or whatever, you don’t know where its came from.    

Researcher “Do you mean like you actually don’t believe the 

information here? [Points to FoP label]” 

Leanne (Social grade D) “Well I would say that’s the same, like one 

says it in writing ‘low fat’ and one says it in numbers, but either way I 

don’t believe any of it! You can’t these days” 

Kirsty (Social grade C) “I would only look at the back if I wanted to 

know what was in it – like palm oil or whatever [laughs] but yeh I 

would look for the ingredients rather than what’s on the front.” 

Joy (Social grade D) “Well I don't trust the government and I don't 

trust the supermarkets so I'm just as likely not to trust the middleman. 
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I think they subsidize big businesses. They're all in cahoots with each 

other, the whole system... I'm guessing it's because somebody 

somewhere is trying to trick you”  

Susanne (Social grade C) “No I don't trust them…  I don't 

particularly, I don't feel those labels are relevant to me because I 

have more information than that. I enjoy food and I enjoy cooking. 

Gosh I don't know… I didn't expect to feel so cross about this! 

Actually, this happened recently: my Father-in-Law was quite unwell 

so I popped into the shops and bought him two or three meals that his 

wife could quickly heat up because she wasn't eating because she was 

looking after him. He was struggling to keep weight on because he 

was quite physically unwell but, in the end, it didn't really matter - we 

just bought her a few that looked tasty. But anyway, thing is, I 

wouldn’t have used that information, I would have just checked the 

back to see what's in them.”  

Researcher “Why is that - do you trust the information on the back 

more?  

Susanne (Social grade C) “Yes I think so. But I don't know why I 

know it's the same people putting the same information on the box!” 

Claire M. (Social grade B) “Do you know what I've never actually...  

Let’s say I want to know if there is a lot of sugar in this, or something, 

I would look here first [points to back] and see so sugar is like the 8th 

listed item... or whatever was important at that time. Like how much 

oats or... is this really an oat cake, I would at that. [Points to bottom 

of pack]” 

Helen (Social grade B) “This has happened before I bought 

something that I thought was amazingly healthy, it was a cranberry 

topped snack type thing, I thought that would be really healthy, that 

would be really nice. But when you drill down into how much 

calories- like little discs like molten type things with a little bit of 

cranberry and coconut on it.  I thought that looks healthy, I thought 

that's got to be better than chocolate.  Turns out no, I would have 

been better with a Cadbury's mini fudge! You just can’t trust any of 

it.” 
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Martha (Social grade E) “Of course they show you this has good fat 

and good sugars and good salts but when you turn it over - like I can't 

even read this Maltodextrin? What is that?  Exactly. You see ‘soya’ 

and ‘eggs’, yeah ok, but then potassium - what is that? Even if it says 

low fat and no artificial stuff… you look at the ingredients and you 

just wonder what's inside.”  

In analysing the quotes above, it’s clear a myriad reason exists as to why trust in FoP 

labels is lacking. Consumers felt a deep resentment and untrustworthiness towards the 

food industry as a whole, and this appears to seep into the acceptability of FoP labelling. 

As one participant states above, the colours reminded her of something colourful trying 

to catch her attention and sell her more unwanted products. Other women discussed the 

mistrust in the food industry due to its incessant promotion of junk food. These findings 

are supported by previous research which found that perceptions of the food industry 

affect consumer preferences about food choices as a whole (Bauhardt et al., 2015).  

A systematic review exploring trust in food labelling exists (Tonkin et al., 2014), however 

the studies reviewed cover a wide range of labelling, from genetically modified, to meat 

safety. Trust in the UK’s FoP traffic light label specifically, appears to be an issue which 

is generally overlooked. One that did look at reactions to FoP labels found that almost 

half of participants (n=149) viewed them as “just another advertising tool to sell more 

products” (Singer et al., 2006, p.97). This sentiment is echoed in the quotes above.  

Other reasons why consumer’s trust in labels was low, was due to the idea that certain 

ingredients were ‘hidden’ within products, particularly sugar. Hidden sugars and anti-

sugar sentiment were mentioned by the majority of the women in this study. Consumers 

felt mislead by these issues and this impacted upon their beliefs of labelling. In a similar 

vein to the shopping environment (section 5.2 Supermarket Environment) evoking 

feelings of mistrust, issues regarding the food industry also created these feelings. Trust 

in the labels was further eroded through misleading serving sizes upon packets. No 
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questions were directly asked about serving size. Instead this was an issue which was 

repeatedly and naturally raised by consumers as a point of contention.  

Kayleigh (Social grade C) “It would be easier if it just told you it was 

for what’s in the bag none of this adding up stuff. It's the same with 

crisps and things like that. Like my boss – she was constantly on diet 

and it had to be under this or under that, and all of them were per 

serving not per bag!” 

Helen (Social grade B) “They'll tell you it's in 15g and there's no way 

a serving is 15 grams by the time you've spread that on your bread 

you're up to about three of those. So, then I would have to multiply 

everything by what I use. So, it has to be 15 then 20 actually 22 times 

that.   

Researcher “So you’d times the quantity of fat by 22 to work out how 

much is in it for you?” 

Helen (Social grade B) “In order to work out how much is actually in 

the product I would work out how much is there and how much is that 

so 15 grams, and how much I would use per serving. Which is why I 

don't use them!” 

Lorna (Social grade A) “I think it’s a little bit obscure or sneaky 

sometimes about what a portion size it. Like sometimes you get 3 

oatcakes in a little packet and you’d kind of assume that a packet 

refers to a portion size. But actually, this might refer to a cake, so I 

think that can sometimes feel a bit sneaky or not be as transparent as 

they could be in terms of helping us understand the portion size.  

Martha (Social grade E) “You can look at a label and think all this is 

quite healthy it's quite small and then you think it's only half of the 

packet like what happened with that pizza! Maybe they should start 

showing the whole packed with everything. Not for 30g or 40g but the 

whole packet! Because don't tell me you’d have half of that… you’d 

have it all, it's so small!”  

Liz (Social grade B) “Well you know, you might buy this pizza 

because of the colour coding, even though this has less 17% fat and 
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18% saturates compared to this one, but then this is a bigger pizza!  

That’s why I was looking at the sizes first cause it always goes like 

half a pizza or a quarter of a pizza. You’ve got to look out for how 

much is there –is it a slice or whatever. But they’re not the same size 

pizza so it’s hard to calculate.” 

Impractical serving sizes resulted in consumers not trusting or using FoP labels. As is 

discussed in section 5.3.7 Confusion, the unclear numerical data in general led to 

avoidance behaviour. Consumers perceived this data as an information overload and if 

unable to understand it, consumers often made comments of not trusting it. The UK 

remains one of very few countries to present FoP label information with such numerical 

data.  

Both the UK Government and EU policy  explicitly state that FoP labels ‘should not 

mislead consumers’ (European Union, 2011). Yet in this study, only three of the 26 

participants noticed when comparing FoP labels on two products, that the serving size 

was different. Participants were asked to compare two pizzas and the vast majority did 

not notice that one pizza’s FoP label referred to half of the pizza, and the other’s label 

referred to the entire pizza. Considering that this is the most common way in which labels 

are used, it is extremely worrying that consumers were so mislead. The implications of 

these findings are significant - confusing labelling may hinder a consumer’s right to make 

an informed decision. Here, contributions have been made in terms of providing some 

insight as to the reasons why trust in labels is low. Future research could expand on this 

area by examining what sorts of factors influence consumer’s trust in FoP labels.  

 

5.3.9 Colours  
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The literature review revealed that no previous studies had directly questioned UK 

consumers about their interpretations of the colours on FoP labels. Consumer’s 

interpretations can be implied however, for example by asking consumers to select the 

healthiest product using the colours on FoP labels. Consequently, it is often assumed that 

consumers can correctly interpret the meaning of the colours red, amber and green on 

food labels. This belief also stems from the fact that these are widely used colour coding 

systems – on traffic lights, on danger zones etc.  However, despite the wide use of these 

colours in everyday life, research should consider how they are perceived in the context 

of food labels. A surprising high number of women in this study did not find the colours 

of the GDA-TL label immediately significant. When asked to interpret the label in 

whatever way they saw fit, several did not mention the colours unless prompted with 

questions such as “Do the colours mean anything to you?”. As can be seen from the quotes 

below.  

 

Researcher: “Do the colours help in your understanding at all?” 

Erin (Social grade C) “Not really I see that there are different 

colours - Maybe this one is higher than the others but I don't know… I 

don't get it at all.  If I had to guess then this would be bad and quite 

high, it kind of alarms you to check your portions in the rest of the 

day? Something like that?” 

Researcher “And what about the colours? Do they mean anything to 

you?” 

Amanda (Social grade D) “Haha well red is bad and green is good 

right? But I never look at that and think oh this part’s good and this 

part isn’t. What good is it to know that… like what if its half red and 

half green, then what?” 

Researcher “It's interesting that you didn't mention the colours at all. 

Do these tell you anything?”  

Max (Social grade B) “Oh yeah, oh yeah that didn't even register – 
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what the colours mean. Yeh I’ve been looking at these and the oat 

cake ones and haha no... didn't think about it. So, is green good? Well 

now I would assume that green is good because you said traffic lights 

but, in all honesty, I totally did not realise traffic lights. That is what 

you think when you think traffic lights but I just didn’t...”  

Claire M (Social grade B) “I didn't really think about the fact that 

they’re different colours I was looking at the numbers. It was only 

when I was seeing the associations a child might make that I realised 

what they might mean but it wasn’t immediately obvious to me.”  

Max’s quote above, mentions that the researcher had used the term ‘traffic light’ which 

in turn primed her of the intended meaning of the colours. Luckily, Max was one of the 

first women interviewed and having noticed this error, the researcher refrained from 

mentioning the term throughout the subsequent data collection.    

In previous studies, where the GDA label format was compared to those displaying 

colour, consumers were found to favour colour (Food Standards Agency, 2005; Gorton, 

2007; Grunert & Wills, 2007). However, this comparison style of research makes the 

colour prominent. As can be seen from the quotes above some consumers do not initially 

remark on the colour at all.  Each of these consumers focused their attention to 

deciphering the numerical content and consequently initially overlooked the colour 

aspect.  

One reason for consumers reacting in is way may be due to a fear of doing calculus or an 

anxiety around numerical data which ultimately results in a panic and consumers focusing 

on the numerical data rather than the bigger picture (Hunt et al., 2015; Rothman et al., 

2006). However, when prompted to consider the colours, the participants were able to 

grasp a sense of their general intention – namely that green signifies healthy and reds less 

healthy. This would suggest that GDA-TL labels are able to serve their designed purpose, 
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yet significant confusion exists as to the meaning of the colours in terms of the 

behavioural response they intend to elicit. This will be discussed in the next section.  

 

5.3.9.1 Interpreting the Colour Scheme  
 

According to The Food Standards Agency (2016) the colours within the traffic light labels 

have specific meaning, as per below, Figure 21.  The colour red is meant to signify a high 

level of nutrient, amber a medium and green a low level, and each of these correspond to 

desired behaviours.  

 

Figure 21. Extract of Revised front of pack nutrition labelling guidance, Food Standards 

Agency, 2016 

 

The extract above clearly states that colour red does not signify ‘should not eat’, and yet 

that is precisely what the majority of consumers percieved it to mean. The threat of 

danger, and being ‘bad’ were reocurring themes that emerged when participants 

considered the meaning of the red labels, as can be seen from the quotes below. The 

majority of participants did have crude understandings of what the colours denoted – 

namely that green signifies healthy and reds less healthy. Yet when asked to expand upon 

this, there were marked differences in how these colours were interpreted. For example, 

the women below viewed the red as a helpful warning sign: -  
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Fiona (Social grade B) “Well I guess it's like traffic lights isn't it so 

the red would mean warning. Yeah it certainly means to me that this 

should just be a treat and should only be an occasional you know… 

definitely only once a week.”  

Liz (Social grade B) “I have looked at them before, but I can’t 

remember what for. But I know like the red has the higher content and 

that’s where you need to stop and think, the green is ok, and the white 

is in between. Is that right? Well I think the red has a higher content 

and that would be like stop and be aware” 

Roisin (Social grade B) “Ah well yeh, other than I think it’s like a 

traffic light system isn’t it? So like orange, red and green. Well I think 

that red particularly in this context is almost like a warning colour. 

Yeh red is like my favourite colour but I’m very aware that in this 

context it’s a warning sign. I think green would have an association 

with health and being good and go. So, I think that’s what they were 

going for, as well as being familiar from a young age, it’s also got 

very clear connotations of like stop – bad, green good, go, and then a 

meh in the middle. So that’s what I thought they were communicating 

and also the fact that green is also associated with health and 

positivity. I think lots of shops and branding uses that. So I think that 

jumps out as being oh ok that’s better. But I definitely see the red as 

being a warning, be careful of this.”  

The quotes above demonstrate how some women perceived the colours as a useful guide 

for behaviour. In contrast, the quotes below reveal that other women perceive the colours 

as a command, in an almost controlling sense: -    

Joy (Social grade D) “Well I know that fat at the end is there, and if 

it's red its high. If I was going looking for a ready meal, which I 

hardly ever do, but if I did, if it had a red, I wouldn't even touch it.  If 

I saw lots of green and lots of orange I would think all that's really 

healthy I'd have that.” 

 

Researcher “And what about the colours? 
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Kayleigh (Social grade C) “Well the green is good. Orange is a bit 

bad so you kind of need to watch what you’re eating for the rest of the 

day -things that have sugar and salts in them. Cause you don’t want 

to be eating too much of what you're not supposed to… Orange again 

if you're eating something that's a bit mixed with whatever – a bit of 

something, is alright.  Too much isn’t... it's hard to [looks 

uncomfortable] 

Researcher “That's alright we're just trying to understand what 

people think of these. What about the colour red? 

Kayleigh “Obviously don't eat it.”   

Researcher “Has there ever influenced you do you think?” 

Kayleigh “No.” 

Researcher “So if red means bad – does that mean or once a day, 

never eat it or avoid it or what do you think they're trying to tell 

you?”  

Max (Social grade B) “Don't know. Just don't know.  Ok well even if 

this was saying bad, bad, bad with red and– but I mean even the 

oatcakes will have a red sign but these aren’t bad! So there’s a 

difference between, I don’t get it, I don’t know if it’s easy for people, I 

doubt most people even use it at all.  

Susanne (Social grade C) “Well if I see a red I think oh what's that? 

And if it turns out that it’s quite a lot of sugar then I think that must be 

tasty…And red to me probably means avoid this product… It makes 

me slightly cross that they’re warning me that this is a dangerous 

fatty food when this is peanuts and peanuts are not dangerous!” 

Martha (Social grade E) “You have like three different colours on the 

products – a yellow, orange and a red and you have this for each 

different - for sugar, fats and salts. And it depends on the colour. So if 

it's red there's a lot. And then I wouldn't eat it. It's red so obviously 

not good. Orange has… well it's one step up from the green -it has 

more than you really need, it has more… it has a higher percentage of 

sugar or fats than you need in this 30g. And green is obviously good.”  
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Researcher “What about the colours do they mean anything to you? 

June (Social grade D) “Well red is obviously danger! Avoid! Oh no 

10% that’s not good. And orange is kind of middle of the road, 

verging on dangerous so but not quite there yet. There’s no green so 

its obviously no that good. So yeh this is an ok middle of the road type 

product. 

Nikita (Social grade C) “I’m not sure actually. Oh because in this 

case green is the lowest? I think of green as for vegetarians and its 

healthy and good and red is for danger... I could be wrong. Do they 

give you the colour coding anywhere? No, but they do give you the 

nutritional content, weird.”  

Claire B (Social grade C) “If it’s red don’t buy it? Is that what it 

means?” 

 

The quotations highlight a contrast in perceptions of colour, which is significant. These 

quotes provide some insight into the inferences that are formed when consumers perceive 

the colours on FoP labels. To date, very little is known about what inferences people make 

when processing FoP label information (Grunert & Wills, 2007; Kleef & Dagevos, 2011).  

In the quotes above a few women claim that a red label means they wouldn’t eat it, which 

is unlikely to be factual since every participant purchased products containing red labels. 

However, these quotes serve to demonstrate how the red colouring is interpreted – as a 

command that they should not be eating these foods. This was not the desired intention 

of FoP labels and critics of the traffic light system predicted that this would happen, that 

the colour red would interpreted as ‘avoid’ rather than ‘reduce’ (Burrows, 2016).  

The impact of this finding is noteworthy. The Health Belief Model, which was 

specifically designed to explain why some individuals take action in response to health 

campaigns and others ignore them,  proposes that behaviour is shaped by beliefs about 

threats (Rosenstock et al., 1988).  This would suggest that those viewing the red labels as 
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a warning sign may be more likely to take heed. Whereas those that view it as a command 

to be avoided, which is altogether impractical, consequently ignore it. Most participants 

in this study mistakenly perceived the red colour to signify that they should avoid that 

product. Grunert et al. (2010) reported similar findings – that UK consumers believed that 

the red coloured labels implied that the products should not be eaten. By incorrectly 

perceiving the red coloured labels to mean ‘avoid’ or ‘don’t eat’, the impact that FoP 

labels can have is reduced, since it would be an unrealistic goal for consumers to avoid 

eating red labelled foods.  

Unintended consequences can result in boomerang effects. Vasiljevic et al. (2015)  

describe these as “boomerang effects, whereby people who already abstain from the 

undesirable behaviour actually inadvertently start engaging more with the negative 

behaviours” (p. 57). This is explainable in terms of participants viewing the labels as 

instructions to avoid, rather than interpreting them as helpful warning signs, which leads 

to feelings of inadequacy or guilt (Budewig et al., 2004). Other boomerang effects arose 

with some consumers describing red labels to signify ‘tasty’. Although these comments 

were likely made in jest, they underline the unintended consequence of the colouring 

system.  

Significant new contributions have been made here by demonstrating how the colours on 

FoP labels are misinterpreted and the possible corresponding detrimental impacts of these 

misinterpretations. Kleef et al. (2013) cautioned that the red colours on front of pack food 

labels may generate a “boomerang effect” (p. 15), particularly for younger consumers 

who were shown to be attracted to the warning signs on alcohol and tobacco packaging. 

This is the idea the colour red as a warning, actually attracts consumers who wish to 

counteract health advice, and this may occur subconsciously. What has been shown here 

is that there does appear to be evidence of some boomerang effects in that the colour red 
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is wrongly interpreted as ‘avoid’ which leads to consumers perceiving the labels as 

impractical.  

This finding may also help to explain why in simulating shopping experiments or in 

computer-assisted shopping basket tasks, consumers often perform well in terms of using 

FoP labels to select healthier products. If the reds are being perceived as signifying 

‘avoid’, then this could be beneficial in selecting healthier baskets in lab-based 

experiments. However, this perception may not transcend into actual purchasing 

behaviour because it is an unrealistic goal.   

The boomerang effect described above is of particular concern when considering 

subgroups of the population who like to rebel, for instance adolescence. Studies have 

shown that warning signs on cigarette packets have a negligible effect on adolescent 

existing smokers (Moodie et al., 2015). In addition, consumers act in accordance with 

how they believe their peers to be behaving. As can be seen above, many consumers in 

this study made comments such as ‘nobody uses them’ (Anna, social grade E).  Therefore, 

if its perceived to be a social norm that these labels are not used, then this too will reduce 

engagement with labels. Future research should consider how FoP label use ties into 

social norms and the impact of social groups.  

In addition to misinterpreting the behaviour that corresponds with each colour, other more 

nuanced perceptions of the colour scheme emerged. The quotes below demonstrate that 

two participants believed that the colours were nutrient-specific, for instance they 

perceived the nutrient ‘fat’ as always displayed as red, and ‘salt’ as green. Others were 

confused as to why there was not always a complete set of traffic-light colours (red, amber 

and green) on display. When one colour was missing, participants were unsure about the 

meaning of existing colours. This demonstrates a complete misunderstanding of the 

colour scheme as it is of no bearing whatsoever if one nutrient is red, on the colour of the 



186 

 

other nutrients on that labels. Only by allowing consumers to elaborate on their 

interpretations of the labels, do these sorts of issues arise.  

Lastly, a few participants tried to explain or account for the white colour on the label 

where the energy/ calories are located. Interestingly, calories are always coded as white 

since the label is not attempting to convey if the quantity of calories is high medium or 

low. Yet situating the white alongside the traffic light label meant that some consumers 

confused it as indicating a low level of calories. Thus, a myriad of complications exists 

when consumers’ try to make sense of the colours on these labels, as can be seen below.  

Danielle (Social grade D) “Yes, no, it’s just that having them colour 

coded helps you to find the right information quicker. I know to look 

at the top of the thing here to look at the calories – I’m not interested 

in the fat. If I was interested in sugar then I know to look out for the 

green field. And that is consistent across all of the labels.”  

Researcher “So you think that sugar is always green and fat is always 

red?” 

Danielle (Social grade D) “Well I don’t know, I’ve never thought 

about it. I know that they’re always colour coded. I would hope that 

they’re consistent otherwise they’d be pretty useless. I am a fan of 

colour coding so I like that as an idea and it’s useful but I guess this 

doesn’t say yellow to me – it just seems like a colour. So that’s why 

I’m not seeing it as a traffic light. I guess if it was more like this kind 

of colour [Points to amber] then I might be able to tell. 

Liz (Social grade B) “I’m just a bit confused cause I thought they 

would be yellow and not white cause of the name traffic lights. Emm 

so… would yellow be too hard to see? I don’t know! That’s got me 

thinking. I’m like ‘is this for people that have problems with colours 

or something’. This is where I’m getting confused. Well it can’t be 

yellow because then it would blend into the traffic lights maybe so 

they had to use other colours? Why is it white though? I haven’t got a 

clue.”  
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Erin (Social grade C) “I've no idea by the way, the difference in how 

they are coloured – is that because of the different brands? These 

ones have coloured percentages and these ones have coloured grams? 

It’s got quite a high score but still its yellow not orange?”  

 

Researcher “I think it's meant to be the same - the yellow or the 

orange, its only looks different because of the packaging”   

June (Social grade D) “Yes it’s difficult to tell.  Is that orange or is 

that red? They do look the same to me.”  

Researcher “And if red is bad does this mean never eat or avoid it… 

once a day.. what do you think they're trying to tell you? 

Max (Social grade B)  “Don't know. Just don't know.  

 

Liz (Social grade B) “well I think the red has a higher content and 

that would be like stop and be aware and... I’m just a bit confused 

cause I thought there would be yellow and not white cause of the 

name traffic lights. Emm so...I have looked at them before, but I can’t 

remember what for. But I know like the red has the higher content and 

that’s where you need to stop and think, the green is ok, and the white 

is in between. Is that right?  

Martha (Social grade E) “But then you wonder why is this one is red 

and that one is not red, even though that one has a lower 

percentage?”  

Research “Why do you think that might be?” 

Martha (Social grade E) “Well that's what I'm wondering because 

there is the same amount the same level of 400g and that one has less 

calories. This is strange… but yeh now I'm wondering where is the 

third part? Because usually there is three colours but on this one 

there's only two.” 

 

The first quote is a very clear example of how consumers can on the one hand find these 

labels ‘useful’ and describe them in a positive light yet fail to grasp how to use them 

properly.  The consumer appears confident and assured in her response, despite being 
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wholly incorrect.  These kinds of misunderstanding may help to explain why GDA-TL 

labels have had limited success in real world conditions. It also highlights the danger of 

consumers providing socially desirable answers since the consumer begins by suggesting 

that she has used them in this manner before, when if she had, she would have noticed 

that ‘fat’ is not always ‘red’ – and so on.  

The fact that some consumers incorrectly perceived each nutrient to have a corresponding 

colour, for example fat being ‘red’, may stem from the widespread use of pastel-coloured 

labels. These labels were used by supermarkets such as Tesco, who control almost 30% 

of the UK’s grocery market (Kantar, 2016). Pastel-coloured labels do use a specific 

(pastel) colour for each nutrient, and prior research has shown that consumers do conflate 

how these should be read with how traffic light labels should be read (Malam et al., 2009). 

The findings of this study suggest that this remains the case. It underscores the need for 

a consistent label format to be employed across the board. Today, many large-scale food 

manufacturers, such as Kellogg’s still refuse to adopt the UK’s FoP labelling format, 

instead opting for a monochrome GDA system. The findings here suggest that this 

variance in systems being used in the market is having a detrimental effect upon 

consumer’s interpretations of label information.  

If the FoP label contained only two of the three colours found on traffic lights, i.e. red 

and amber, as shown in Figure 22, several consumers were confused as to where the green 

label ‘had gone’. Since the nutrients are not colour-specific, there will be occasions when 

all colours of the traffic light system are not present. Two participants suggested that the 

red and amber colours had been used to coincide with the product’s packaging. These 

perceptions underscore the issues consumers have in making sense of the labels and 

colours. The example depicted in Figure 22, was used during the interviews to facilitate 

discussions. Several consumers spontaneously commented on the energy quantity which 

is always displayed with a white background alongside the FoP label. It was unclear to 
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them why the energy content did not receive a colour coding in a similar fashion to the 

nutrients. 

 

Figure 22. Example of product used during interviews 

 

These findings underline why there is a need to explore perceptions of FoP labels in a 

qualitative, constructionist format. On the surface it appears as though the TL scheme is 

understood, and the majority of consumers in this study were able to grasp that a green 

label indicates a healthier level of nutrient than a red label. However, when explored in-

depth it becomes clear that the intentions of the TL colours are missed on some 

consumers. Expecting the colours to be nutrient-specific or experiencing confusion when 

only a few of the traffic light colours are displayed, means that the consumers have 

misinterpreted their purpose. This is why for example, experiments which prompt 

consumers to make healthy decisions with  traffic light labels (Nyilasy et al., 2016) appear 

fruitful, yet might not translate into real world results.   

 

5.3.9.2 Trust in Colours  
 

There was a perception that manufacturers are able to trick or manipulate the packaging, 

including that of the colour of FoP labels, so as to make the food appear healthier than it 

truly was. These perceptions are not unfounded (Lobstein et al., 2007). Consumers’ ill 

perceptions around the food industry as a whole, appeared to create distrust in the 

accuracy of the colours on FoP labels as well, as can be seen from the quotes below.  
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Liz (Social grade B) “Well it kind of has an average amount of 

saturates and fat or whatever, but it’s green for sugar. But I know that 

noodles are no way good for you and they’re full of salt. And well, a 

lot of people are overweight because of the hidden sugars and salts so 

I’d put that more than a green.” 

Researcher “You’d have it more than green... haha now you’re just 

making up your own? 

Liz (Social grade B) “Haha yeh I’d just change it!” 

Joy (Social grade D) “Well I just think, yeh ok they're only yellow or 

green cause they’ve not got much fat or sugar in them, but I bet it's 

got lots of other ingredients. E numbers and colours and all kind of 

stuff.  I bet. Dying to look now. Yeh if there's things that you don't 

even know the name of - its actually quite unhealthy. Even if there is 

not hardly any sugar. See my gauge is if you don't actually know what 

it means, then it's crap” 

Erin (Social grade C) “Even though it says no preservatives I'm quite 

sure there must be some in there I mean it's dried pasta. As well as 

some kind of dry powder chicken and powdered mushrooms too. It’s 

got quite a high and sore, but still – it’s yellow not orange.”  

Max (Social grade B) “I don't trust them. I know what's good for me.  

It states this is amber but it's only 1% so how does that work? Well 

1.1 gram and well I can't do any maths right now...but I wouldn't trust 

this product.”   

 

A lack of trust meant that on occasion, consumers would refer to the colours being 

unbelievable or simply incorrect. In the example above, a participant was presented with 

a ready meal and in response to the salt level being coded as ‘green’, she expressed 

disbelief and explained that she believes it should be changed to a ‘red’ code. Other 

consumers expressed the belief that the colours were there to tempt consumers into 

purchasing. In this sense, consumers don’t view the FoP labels as a helpful guide, but 
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instead as another attention-grabbing distraction which ought to be avoided. This echoes 

the work of previous observational studies (Malam et al., 2009).  

The Food Standards Agency warned that some consumers hold “a perception that food 

retailers and manufacturers would put profits ahead of consumer nutrition unless they 

were encouraged or regulated to do otherwise” (2010, p. 28). This study goes some way 

in supporting that. The results of this section make a practical contribution in the form of 

exploring how colours on FoP labels are perceived and how these perceptions influence 

behaviour. More research is needed to draw out exactly how these variances in colour 

perceptions translate into behaviours within supermarkets. However, this study makes an 

initial venture into unravelling the impact that subtle differences in perceptions and trust 

of colours on FoP labels can have.    

 

 Perceptions of FoP Labels as Influenced by Socio-Economic 

Status  

Another theme to emerge from the data was that of socio-economic differences in terms 

of how FoP labels are perceived. The participant’s socioeconomic status (SES) was 

derived using Scotland’s 2001 Census data published by National Records of Scotland 

(General Register Office for Scotland, 2001). This census ascribes a social grade (ranked 

from A to E) based on occupation. Although slightly crude, this measure has been used 

elsewhere in the literature to give an indication of participant’s SES (Grunert, Fernández-

Celemín, et al., 2010).  

These social grade rankings (A to E) did not map exactly onto differences in perceptions 

of labels or conceptions of health. There were consistencies and overlaps between 

answers from each group. Yet, some key differences between groups did emerge. Firstly, 

a comparison of shopping baskets reveals that those in groups D and E purchased 
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considerably more processed food, ready meals, and confectionary than those in higher 

social groups. Whereas participants in social groups A/B/C purchased more fruit and 

vegetables than those in lower social groups. A large amount of research has established 

that diet follows a social gradient (Darmon & Drewnowski, 2008; Maguire & Monsivais, 

2015). And previous research (Mckinnon, 2012) has identified the key factors influencing 

inequalities in food purchasing to be “..taste preferences, health concerns, health beliefs, 

nutrition knowledge, nutrition concerns, weight concerns, nutrition label use, and several 

other values and beliefs unique to particular socioeconomic groups” (p. 4).  Where this 

study contributes is in allowing consumers to comment upon their consumption choices 

in context using think aloud techniques. The observation methodology employed within 

a natural setting meant that consumers’ reasons for their choices could be discussed in 

situ.  

5.4.1 Price 

Most notably and perhaps most obviously, cost as a factor for consumption choices was 

remarked on more commonly by those in lower social groups. Although cost was also 

commonly discussed by affluent consumers too. Cost remains the driving factor in the 

majority of consumption choices and lists were often brought so as to avoid deviating 

from what was necessary. Whilst ‘thinking aloud’ their decision-making processes within 

a supermarket, those in lower social groups consistently discuss price, searched for the 

cheapest, or largest quantity at the lowest price. For example, frozen ready meals for £1 

were appreciated for being quick and cheap.  

Several participants referred to price, or availability of time, as key factors in affecting 

their food choices.  Although the purpose of this study was to focus on food labelling as 

a factor of influence, this finding should not be ignored. Nudges must compete against 

these aspects of decision making in order to have any significant bearing upon dietary 

choices. What impact can a red-label have if a lower price is simply more attractive than 
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a green-labelled product? Naturally, this issue will affect some consumers more than 

others depending on their disposable income.  

Balcombe, Fraser, & Falco's (2010) study highlighted this concern using a willingness-

to-pay design to assess how consumers respond to varying traffic light colours on food 

packaging. All participants displayed a very strong desire to reduce the quantity of red 

labels within their shopping basket, however a lower SES resulted in a lower willingness-

to-pay. It appears there is a threshold at which price becomes more important a factor 

than health warnings in regard to food purchasing decisions. This is logical since 

expensive (healthy) items with green labels would simply be beyond affordability for 

some consumers. Similarly, in an observational study in the UK, within a natural setting, 

Enright et al. (2010) found that price was a major factor in dictating whether labels were 

referred to or not, with those on lower incomes referring to them least.  

The findings of this thesis support prior literature, with those in lower social groups 

commenting upon the price of products more frequently. They regularly expressed that 

when it came to decision making, price often takes precedence in comparison to any form 

of labelling.  Thus, label use is less often a result of consumer agency and more a 

consequence of affordability. It is important to note that the idea that healthy products are 

‘beyond the reach’ of certain consumers is not simply a misconception held by those in 

lower social groups but is in fact supported by research. A recent and robust systematic 

review, examining over 150 independent studies, confirmed that healthier diets cost more 

than unhealthy diets (Darmon & Drewnowski, 2015). “Lower-quality diets generally cost 

less per calorie and tend to be selected by groups of lower socioeconomic status” (Darmon 

& Drewnowski, 2015, p. 643).  

What this means for the practice of nudging is ominous, particularly in in terms of 

consumers’ attitudes towards being nudged. In this study consumers felt nudges were 
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irrelevant at best but at times insulting and frustrating. Although well intended, the green 

label may simply remind consumers of their inability to select the heathiest products due 

to cost. This is certainly implied by some of the responses given by the current 

participants. Interestingly Balcombe, Fraser, & Falco’s (2010) investigation was a 

hypothetical ‘willingness-to-pay’, indicating that consumers are well aware of this 

dilemma; they recognise that their inability to consistently choose healthier options is in 

part caused by price. In the current study, this resulted in some level of frustration with 

the underlying principle of nudging as discussed in section 5.3.5 Resentment.  

Moreover, if price is repeatedly shown to surpass labelling as a key influencing factor in 

dietary choices, it begs the question if the right people are being nudged. More 

specifically, if corporations were nudged, for example, towards increasing the price of 

sugary products or reducing the price of healthier foods, would a stronger impact upon 

dietary choices be achieved? Obviously, this more radical option would face more 

challenges to implement. And yet this tendency to fall back upon nudging as a more 

palatable measure is precisely one of the inherent dangers in using this technique. As 

Azad (2019) explains, former British Prime Minister, David Cameron publicly favoured 

the use of nudging to reduce energy consumption since it could be achieved simply by 

demonstrating to consumers what their neighbour spends on energy. Yet economists were 

quick to point out that in fact, the most effective way to reduce energy consumption is to 

increase the cost of energy. Thus Loewenstein & Ubel (2010) argue that nudging “is being 

used as a political expedient, allowing policymakers to avoid painful but more effective 

solutions rooted in traditional economics” (p. 31). The results of this thesis support the 

notion that changes to the price of food products, rather than coloured labels, would have 

a far stronger impact upon dietary choices.   
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5.4.2 Avoiding Waste  

In many cases, those from social groups D/E would justify their choices aloud in terms 

of the need to buy products which would be eaten. For example, June (social grade D) 

remarked “I know I shouldn’t give him [referring to her son] fizzy juice but I’m just being 

realistic – who drinks water with their dinner, do you know what I mean?”. Similarly, 

Amanda (Social grade D) commented on her choice of snacks for her family “We love 

these [referring to Dairylea Dunkers] I know they’re not great, but I need to have food in 

that they’ll eat!” Those in lower social groups experienced some pressure, which was not 

noted in those of higher social groups, to provide for their families in terms of selecting 

highly processed foods which are likely to be consumed. A combination of wanting to 

avoid food waste (and therefore wasted money) and selecting desirable foods, meant that 

processed foods were selected. Reasons for disparities in consumption choices between 

social groups such as these only begin to emerge through qualitative analysis.  

In terms of their general attitude towards labels, results were mixed. Across the board, 

consumers initially liked them and described them in a favourable manner. However, 

differences emerged when asked to engage with, and make sense of them. For example, 

Fiona (social grade B) explains “I think it’s good that… it’s nice and clear if you’re in a 

rush, which I generally am when I’m in the supermarkets”. In comparison, having been 

asked to describe the information on the label, a typical response from those in D/E groups 

would be “I know they’re there but I personally just ignore them, I’ve just not got time to 

stand and read labels on everything I buy” (Leanne, social grade D). There was a contrast 

in the language and sentiment used to describe their feelings towards FoP labels.   

To facilitate discussions around shopping and diet, all participants were asked what 

‘being healthy’ means to them and if this was an important issue in their lives. Those in 

higher social groups discussed issues around cooking from scratch, family meal times, 

aspiring to be vegetarian or reducing meat consumption, and having a balanced diet. 
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Those in lower social groups also mentioned having a balanced diet, as well as the need 

to do more exercise and ‘trying to be good’ meaning, trying to avoid highly processed 

foods. Interestingly, one participant explained a balanced diet as being ‘not chicken 

nuggets every night’ (Amanda, group D), thus even these concepts hold diverse meanings 

for different consumers. These findings support a study which compared the notion of 

‘being healthy’ between different social groups and found that those of lower SES 

associated it with avoidance foods, whereas those of higher SES were more likely to link 

it to health benefits (Pettigrew & Pescud, 2013).  

Those from lower social groups offered more explanations or justifications for their 

consumption choices when describing their health. They provided reasons as to why they 

do not always achieve the desired behaviours. Frequently, health issues or illnesses of 

family members were discussed. These included both physical and mental conditions 

which meant that there was a lack of time and resources available to dedicate to ‘being 

healthy’. Thus, some consumers found the notion of being healthy a burden that 

demanded time and effort. Illnesses arose naturally in conversation, rather than any 

specific questions being asked about health issues.  The example below illustrates the 

contrast in language, themes and attitudes towards the notion of ‘being healthy’ derived 

from contrasting social groups.  

Sammy (Social grade E) “I really think it depends on your 

circumstances. Like if you’ve suddenly got a lot of stuff going on in 

your life then it’s not going to be a top priority. That’s what happens 

to everyone. I mean if your life suddenly gets really busy and really 

stressful and you have a bereavement or whatever then the last thing 

you’re going to think about is how many calories is in a donut.  Its 

more just like get it in my face I need something to eat, do you know 

what I mean? So, it falls off the list of important things quite quickly 

and like I was saying if you’re someone who is struggling with money 

or whatever then it’s just not going to be your first priority. It’s not 
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going to be ‘oh where can I get an organic chicken’ - it’s going to be 

where can I get the things that’ll feed everybody, cheaply!” 

Lindsay (Social grade B) “I’d say I am quite healthy yeh, like, I try to 

be anyway. I cook from scratch most week nights and…at the weekend 

I’m probably more relaxed but, generally I know what’s in my food. I 

could be having less sugar, definitely, I have a total sweet tooth, but 

I’d say I’m quite healthy cause I try to get a balance diet and I do eat 

a lot of fruit and veg” 

 

What these findings suggest is that consumers from different backgrounds conceptualise 

their health differently. Merely thinking about ‘health’ as a concept, evokes a totally 

different array of emotions and responses from those of different social groups. Lindsay 

is confident and upbeat, whereas for Sammy this question evoked a defensive and 

emotional response.  

This finding supports previous work which established an influence of SES on how health 

messages are perceived. Buckton, Lean, and Combet (2015) assessed the inferences that 

Scottish adults made about the various terminology used in health promotions. 

Misconceptions were common, owing to a diverse and interchangeable use of health 

terminology. There were differences in how SES groups perceive health messages, which 

in turn influenced their likelihood of use. Ultimately the same could be said for FoP labels, 

especially considering the fact that the language and messages conveyed upon FoP labels 

is an abstract account of the detailed nutrients within products. This is likely to have 

contrasting effects on consumers of different social groups, as has been identified here.  

In previous studies, those from lower social groups have been found to explain the notion 

of being healthy as ‘not being ill’(Williams, 2013). The diversity of beliefs towards the 

concept of health will influence how FoP labels are perceived too. If being healthy is a 

lesser concern, as Sammy’s quote above indicates, then FoP labels are even less likely to 
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be seen as relevant.  When asked what sort of priorities are on their mind when shopping, 

those in lower SES groups discussed the need to feed their family on a budget, the 

duration for which products would last (before going out of date), what their family 

members are likely to eat, and if products could be sourced elsewhere for cheaper. 

Whereas those from medium to high social groups were more likely to discuss the need 

for a balanced diet, meal planning, securing variety in their shopping, and trying to be 

healthy. Thus, there are differences in the role that food plays within the household, with 

more emphasis being placed on the functional role of food in lower SES groups. For 

example, “literally there was a period when I couldn't drive and I think he [husband] 

bought the same things for 4 weeks.  I'm not moaning because it was important that 

everyone was fed, just a bit predictable” (Reina, E). Food was not considered as a means 

of gaining health (as expressed by higher SES groups) but instead regarded more 

pragmatically as satisfying hunger.  

Perceiving FoP labels to be confusing was commonplace amongst all consumers as 

discussed in section 5.3.7 Confusion, yet those from D/E social groups struggled more 

with the numerical data. Both in terms of correctly deciphering the information, as well 

as in terms of body language and confidently discussing the information. Even when those 

from A/B groups incorrectly relayed the numerical content, they did so with conviction. 

In contrast, those from lower social groups physically shunned the idea of interpreting the 

information particularly when asked to ‘make sense of the labels in whichever way they 

saw fit’. Consumers generally took this as an indication to explain the numerical data on 

the FoP labels, causing distress. One participant stopped speaking altogether and had to 

be encouraged to continue. Others were constantly asking for verbal confirmation that the 

answers they were providing were adequate. In addition to this discomfort previous 

research has shown that even the degree to which nutritional information on packaging is 
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believed, varies with socioeconomic status (Nayga, 1999). Combined, these factors can 

be viewed as barriers to engaging with food labels.  

Socioeconomic differences also emerged in how the colours of FoP labels were 

interpreted, as discussed in section 5.3.9 Colours, with those in lower social groups more 

likely to assume the red colour indicates ‘do not eat’ and those in higher social groups 

more likely to read the colour as ‘be aware of how much you’re eating’. These subtle but 

important differences may influence to what extent the labels are engaged with. They 

provide support for the notion that health and nutrition advice are conceptualised 

differently amongst different social groups and this is a consideration which is lacking in 

existing food label research. These differences in perceptions are significant since those 

designing and promoting the use of FoP labels are likely from higher social groups. There 

is a need not just to hear from those in more disadvantaged groups but to build campaigns 

from their perspective, as social marketing advocates.  

 

 Perceptions of FoP Labels as Influenced by Gender 

 

Perceptions of FoP labels are shaped by a host of factors. By focusing of women alone, 

we are able to draw out some gender-specific issues. Previous research on FoP labels, 

typically conducted out of context, essentially strips women of their identities and of the 

role they play within the family. These identities are so often fundamentally tied to the 

need to provide and feed others (Orbach, 1978). The theme of gender was developed by 

considering that the majority of participants made reference to the role that they play 

within the family as a women/mother/or partner. For example, one reoccurring matter to 

emerge from this dataset was the intense responsibility women felt around buying and 

preparing food that the family would appreciate and ‘actually eat’. They felt it their duty 
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to ensure others were fed, and this extended beyond their children to that of their husbands 

or partners, as can be seen below. Again, it should be emphasised that these women had 

not been explicitly asked about their role within the family or about their relationships 

specifically, but instead, these issues arose naturally whilst discussing food labelling and 

shopping.  

Kayleigh (Social grade C) “My partner is more fussy than she is. 

[Referring to daughter]. If I'm cooking for me and her… and then I 

have to start thinking about what I have to do to make him eat 

something… I just don’t even want to cook for him. Like I'll buy the 

Dolmio sauce but then add stuff into it like mushrooms – but I have to 

cut them so finely that he can't see them.”  

Researcher “That's like having another child-” 

Kayleigh “Totally.  So, a lot of my shopping I have to think about 

him.”  

June (Social grade D) “I would say that we probably don't eat as 

healthily as we should, we eat quite a lot of crap. But I quite like the 

wee bags of frozen veg. If it was up to my husband though we wouldn't 

eat any vegetables. If he sees me even going to try to put them in he 

says ‘oh no I don’t want veg’.  

Lindsay (Social grade B) “I just get stuff everyone will actually eat. 

There’s no point in bringing home a big load of veg that no one eats, 

we’d just end up getting a chippy!” 

Helen (Social grade B) “My husband doesn't like vegetables. So, I 

have to hide them in everything. I hate it. I can't stand it. I sent him to 

the psychiatrist. That's how bad it is.” 

Researcher “Just to overcome this?” 

Helen “Yeah because when I met him – the first time we went out with 

friends, he had a shepherd's pie which they had made, and it had peas 

and sweetcorn in it and he moved every single pea and sweetcorn out 

of the pie!” 

Researcher “That's extreme” 
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Helen “It was extreme but it turned out, because when I kind of got 

into it, I found out it's because his parents made a big big deal of it. 

So yes, he doesn't like it but his parents made a big deal about it so I 

just kind of let it go. But then when the kids arrived, it made things 

really complicated because if they're going to learn to eat veg… when 

they started showing a choice not to eat it – then we had to deal with 

it… So, then I tried to sneak the veg in, and that got a really bad 

reaction.  I realised how bad it was when he asked me if it was 

chicken pakora, and I said it was.  He could tell it was cauliflower 

though, anyone could tell it was cauliflower! But he ate it, spat out 

and then was nearly sick.” 

 

In the quotes above, the participants are explaining their priorities when shopping, and 

why they don’t have time to make use of food labelling. Their caring roles within the 

family take priority and dealing with fussy eaters means there is simply less time allocated 

to food labelling. The fact that this subject arose naturally for several women as an issue 

when discussing food labels and food choices highlights how intertwined women’s 

perceptions of their health and food choices are, with that of others.  

Interestingly, when asked personal questions about their personal shopping experiences, 

several women would spontaneously respond by saying “We….” as in, discussing her 

family’s choices and decisions.  It was as though their identities were so interwoven with 

that of their family’s they were unaware of this habit and this response time. This serves 

to demonstrate the extent to which some women view themselves and their families as 

one.  

The quotes above demonstrate that the expectations that women feel in needing to monitor 

and improve their partners’ nutrition is yet another burden within the hectic supermarket 

environment. There was a sense of inadequacy felt if the meals they provided were left 

uneaten or if the food stocked in the house was unappealing. The issue of providing meals 
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which would be appreciated rather than left uneaten, as well as cooking separate meals 

for children and parents all add to the burden women face. Women focussed more on 

providing food which would be eaten, rather than for example, food that was healthy.  

Women in this study felt personally responsible not only for the cognitive load involved 

simply in thinking about food for the family, but for ensuring food was available within 

the household, for meal planning and for cooking. In this study, there was no mention of 

enjoyment or pleasure taken in meal preparations, rather the opposite. Cooking and 

striving for health were viewed as a demanding burden.  Pleasure was not taken in 

fulfilling these duties but rather the women felt they ‘ought’ to be done. Hence reliance 

upon convenience foods was common. 

June (Social grade D) “Well I know I'm overweight as is my husband, 

as is my son. I know it we should probably be eating more healthily 

but [lengthy section discussing having depression] … My son goes to 

a few different youth groups and so that’s quite a quick turnaround 

time [from when he gets home from school].  So sometimes it will just 

be a quick pasta zip it in the microwave meal for him… he would not 

even entertain anything that had vegetables.”  

In addition to the aforementioned pressures, some consumers face these issues on a tight 

budget. They feel forced to make a choice between unhealthy products or a hungry family. 

Conducting the research in context highlighted how the majority of promotions are 

positioned on unhealthy, processed foods. Consumers across the SES spectrum 

recognised that these are not usually healthy options, they are under no illusion that they 

are selecting unhealthy food and yet the need to feed the family for cheap overrides the 

aspiration to consume healthy food.   

Adding to this pressure, the desire to lose weight was widespread and discussed in a 

taken-for-granted fashion. There remains a persistent and damaging cultural ideal around 

women’s bodies (Northrup, 2007) which translates, in this study, to a belief woman hold 
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that every woman is constantly aiming to reduce their weight. Orbach (as cited in 

Budewig et al., 2004) claims that continuously reinforcing consumption ideals in 

conjunction with today’s stereotypical ideal body shape, can leave people feeling 

inadequate or trapped, which in turn can lead to yet more overeating.  

“...this analysis leads to the worrying possibility that healthy eating 

campaigns and some other behaviour change interventions could simply add 

to the obesity problem in the long term by increasing our obsession with food 

and body shape.” (Budewig et al., 2004) 

Since a large proportion of the population are overweight or obese, it might be argued 

that assuming that most women are attempting to lose weight is logical. Yet what Orbach 

(2004) is arguing is that the pressure in society, and negative language used within health 

campaigns can indirectly add to the problem.  This study provides support for this notion. 

When discussing nutrition labels and consumption choices, women would naturally begin 

to discuss the burden of providing for the family, almost as an explanation for time 

restraints and low engagement with labels.  

Additionally, most participants discussed the immense lack of willpower they felt over 

their food choices. In particular, this was discussed in reference to sugar. There was 

substantial discussion around anti-sugar sentiment, which suggests that the government’s 

attempts to inform the public about the consequences of overconsuming sugar are 

working, to some degree. Yet in conjunction with this was the anger felt towards sugar 

being ‘hidden’ in products, as discussed in section 5.3.8 Trust. In instances when 

consumers lacked willpower to avoid buying sugar-laden products, they used language 

such as ‘slip up’ or ‘being bad’. One participant even describes how a weight-loss 

organisation described foods high in salt, sugar, fat and saturates as ‘sins’.  
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Joy (Social grade D) “I have absolutely no resistance to sugar at all. 

So, if I don't keep an eye on the food that I cook and feed my kids, I 

would be absolutely obese. I try to be healthy but then I stuff my face 

with a whole packet of biscuits or a whole bottle of wine. I can't resist 

some things. Like my friend came down the other day with Easter eggs 

for the kids but the kids were away -  well they're gone! They were 

gone immediately! I just can't have them in the house. I can't have 

anything like that in the house. I try really hard, and I hate that sugar 

is hidden away in everything. And I do believe that it is poison and I 

do believe that it is an addiction. I absolutely believe that, but I just 

can't leave it alone.”  

Nikita (Social grade C) “I want to control the level of sugar… It’s 

something I’ve been scared about, sugar. And this is a way to help 

control it and keeping my weight between 55-59 (I know I’m 

disclosing my weight here!) but yeh I’ve kept it between that for over 

9 years.” 

Fiona (Social grade B) “I'm addicted to it [sugar]… I've got a really 

sweet tooth and just from a health perspective I think it's hidden in a 

lot of things and I guess there's been a lot more focus on low sugar 

diet.  I can get very addicted. Where I fall down is definitely sugar.  

During the week I find it hard to cut it out completely and not have a 

sweet treat. What I don’t like about the kind of diet awareness that’s 

out there is there is a lot fat shaming a lot of pressure and focus on 

the fact you have to lose weight you have to be a certain way.”  

 

None of the participants mentioned the role of industry in regards to their weak willpower. 

Instead their own inertia was solely to blame for their behaviour. This demonstrates that 

the women in this study have wholeheartedly adopted responsibility for their health and 

food choices. Yet Mayes (2015) argues that the continuous social parlance around 

overweight and obese people and how they are continuously targeted as ‘in need of help’ 

only serves to reinforce the notion that diet and food choices is a lifestyle choice. He 

points to the disparity in diets from people of different social groups to argue that this is 
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not simply a lifestyle choice but a product of environment. In this sense, the environment 

and cultural pressures facing women should be considered a reason as to why FoP labels 

are in the most part, ignored.  

In relation to the FoP label, the insight drawn here from in-depth qualitative methods 

helps to demonstrate why consumers feel they have so little time to use them. Realistically 

when balancing the pressures of providing for the family, ensuring husband and child are 

fed, in a world obsessed with diet and weight, the available mind space to process detailed 

food labels is further reduced. These issues are not confronted within lab-based settings. 

Observations in a real-life setting brought these issues to mind for consumers in a natural 

way. This represents a contribution to knowledge in the form of considering FoP labels 

in a far wider context than is typically done.  

  

 A Framework of Perceptions of FoP Food Labels 

 

Many models of perception in the broadest sense exist, and generally involve some 

elements of exposure, attention and interpretation, as discussed in section 1.5 

Perceptions. However, perceptions change depending on the context. Perceptions of food 

labels will differ from perceptions of organic produce, for example. The findings of this 

study highlight that that perceptions of food labels specifically, are influenced by the 

supermarket environment, the individual’s preferences and the ease or ‘directness’ at 

which the label can be used. Having assessed previous models of perception across 

multidisciplinary fields, Sijtsema et al. (2002) conclude that what is missing in nutrition 

literature is recognition for the role that the context plays.  

In attempting to fill this gap, the author proposes a new framework of perceptions of food 

labels which incorporates the context. Although a similar framework has been proposed 
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by Nayga (1999) titled ‘Towards an Understanding of Consumers' Perceptions of Food 

Labels’ (Figure 23), there are stark contrasts between how Nayga’s framework was 

developed compared to the current one being offered.  

Nayga (1999) used previous research to identify factors that influence perceptions of food 

labels (individual characteristics, situational, behavioural, and attitudinal variables, and 

product class), as outlined in Figure 23. Then, to establish the validity of these factors in 

influencing perceptions of food labels, Nayga (1999) created a statement in relation to 

each, and asked participants to rate their accordance using “strongly agree, somewhat 

agree, somewhat disagree, or strongly disagree” (p. 32). Correlations were drawn to 

demonstrate which types of individuals are more likely to perceive food labels favourably. 

 

Figure 23. Nayga (1999) Towards an Understanding of Consumers' Perceptions of Food 

Labels 

 

Moreover, this framework was drawn from research using American participants. In 

contrast, the current research did not presuppose what factors should influence 

perceptions of food labels. Instead, themes were allowed to emerge from the data in a 
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qualitative, ethnographic style. This means that the framework proposed below, Figure 

24, has been developed from the consumers’ perspective. Variables were not tested for 

influence, but rather those aspects which influenced perceptions of food labels arose from 

the data.   

 

Figure 24. Framework of Perceptions of FoP Food Labels

 

Using the findings of this thesis, the author builds on previous work (Nayga, 1999; 

Sijtsema et al., 2002) and proposes an updated framework of Consumers’ Perceptions of 

Food Labels, Figure 24.  From the data analysis, three key factors arose that appear to 

influence perceptions of food labels: the environment, the individual and the label format. 

Unique to this study, the environment in which consumers are exposed to food labels was 

considered. This study reveals that the supermarket environment is not conducive to 

reading the UK’s data-heavy FoP label format. Time pressures that consumers experience 

within supermarkets, are actually catalysed by the supermarket environment itself, in 

which high calorie foods are presented in abundance. This in turn led to a perception that 

food labels and packaging generally, could not be trusted.  

The results of this thesis also indicate that aspects of the individuals’ characteristics play 

a strong in the formation of perceptions of FoP labels. These include socioeconomic status 

Perceptions of FoP 
Food Labels  

Environment

- Supermarket 

- Time Pressures 

Individual

- Percieved Relevance 

- Demography

Label Format 

- Ease of Use

- Directness 
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and gender, but also perceived relevance of the information. Perceived relevance does not 

concern simply awareness or health perceptions alone, as previous research suggests 

(European Food Safety Authority, 2008; Grunert, Fernández-Celemín, et al., 2010), but 

instead extends to perceived relevance of nutritional information in terms of this 

generating behaviour change. Several participants in this study commented that they did 

not believe that their dietary behaviours could be altered simply by knowing the 

salt/sugar/saturates/fat levels of an individual product. This does not mean ‘health’ as a 

concept is less relevant to them, but instead that the individual breakdown of nutrients is 

less so.  

Similarly, an individual’s socio-economic status plays a key role in how food labels are 

perceived, with those from lower social groups more likely to view them as ‘warning 

signs’ which in turn led to some elements being ignored (as discussed in section 5.4 

Perceptions as influenced by SES).  Lastly, perceptions of food labels are largely 

influenced by the directness and easy of which consumers can engage with the 

information. This study suggests that at present, there remains substantial confusion 

around FoP labels.  Confusion exists not only in terms of consumers having to decode 

what FoP labels are trying to convey, but how to import that information into their 

everyday lives and use it to have any significant impact upon consumption.  

Future research may wish to consider how the factors identified here interplay in shaping 

perceptions. For example, by exploring if the directness of a label’s format, increases 

perceived perceptions of relevance. In other words, are these labels seen as irrelevant 

simply because consumers are unable to decode the information or is the information 

inherently irrelevant. Through ascertaining these sorts of aspects, policy makers will be 

better placed to improve the design of food labels.  
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 Nudging as a Social Marketing Technique using Food Labels  

 

The final research objective involves applying the perceptions of front of pack labels to 

the context of nudging, in order to demonstrate if this example nudge operates effectively 

and draw insight for social marketers.  Nudging is a somewhat controversial technique, 

as outlined in section 2.4 Why Nudging is Contentious. Yet most papers only speculate as 

to the possible issues that can arise with nudges (Huang & Baum, 2012; Raihani, 2013; 

Schubert, 2017; Selinger & Whyte, 2011) whereas this study examines a nudge in 

practice, specifically that of FoP labels. This is the only study to the best of the authors 

knowledge which directly compares the use of nudging against the practice of social 

marketing, an area much in need of critique (Pechmann & Slater, 2005; Tadajewski et al., 

2011; Tadajewski & Brownlie, 2008; Wymer, 2015).  The following section outlines 

several concerns which have emerged from the data in terms of using nudging as a 

behaviour change technique.  

 

5.7.1 Nudging is Untargeted  

 

Front of pack labels are designed to be used by all types of consumers, young or old, 

independent of whether that consumer is especially health conscious or not, and 

regardless of socio-economic grade (The Scottish Government, 2011). They are  designed 

to influence the broadest range of consumers possible (The Scottish Government, 2011). 

This nudge, as with most nudges in society, is not targeted in the traditional marketing 

sense of aiming to operate upon a specific target group, but instead are designed to have 

the biggest impact on the largest number of people at minimal costs (Thaler & Sunstein, 
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2008). Ideally, anyone who comes into contact with FoP labels should be nudged simply 

through the indications of which foods are high in certain nutrients.  

In comparison to social marketing endeavours which utilise in-depth consumer insight to 

form bespoke messages for specific target groups, nudges instead rely on tapping into 

human biases. Thus, there is no need to target a specific group of consumers.  

However, what this appears to result in is health campaigns designed by the middle class 

for the middle class both in terms of the language used and message conveyed. By 

examining a nudge in practice, the results of this study demonstrate that those with higher 

social status perceived FoP labels in a better light and made use of them more frequently 

than those from lower social groups, as discussed in section 5.4 Perceptions as Influenced 

by Socioeconomic Status. This suggests that if campaigns are not designed with a specific 

group in mind, then those most likely to benefit will be those least in need, and this works 

against the underlining principles of social marketing. It implies that using nudging as a 

technique for behaviour change, may result in social inequalities actually widening. If 

measures to tackle health issues repeatedly result in those at the top of the social ladder 

benefitting, whilst those at the bottom are left behind, there could be more damage caused 

than good.   

 

5.7.2 Nudges Cause Unintended Consequences  

 

In analysing perceptions of FoP labels, it was evident that several unintended 

consequences had occurred as a result of this nudge. Firstly, some women completely 

misinterpreted the intended meaning of the percentage sign on FoP labels.  Some women 

perceived the percentage sign to imply targets that should be achieved, rather than 

maximum levels that should be avoided. This is incredibly dangerous as it may result in 
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certain groups overconsuming. It is completely the opposite message that the labels were 

designed to convey. In a similar vein, it is now well documented through previous 

research that FoP labels can cause ‘halo effects’ – where some groups of consumers 

overconsume when presented with green-coloured labels (Crockett et al., 2014; Drescher 

et al., 2014; Hamlin et al., 2014). 

This study also unearthed some unintended consequences in the form of how the colours 

upon labels are interpreted. In fact, the majority of women within this study perceived the 

red-coloured labels to signify ‘do not eat’, which again was not the intended behavioural 

response of FoP labels (Food Standards Agency, 2016). Interpreting the colours in this 

way at times resulted in the labels being ignored altogether. Some women felt they did 

not want to be ‘warned how to behave’. Whilst others assumed the colours were used 

simply to catch attention and increase the likelihood of products being bought, which was 

another reason why label information was ignored.  

Unintended consequences of FoP labels also came in the form of women feeling ‘nudged’ 

towards a critique of their own lifestyle and habits, rather than being nudged towards an 

improved dietary quality. When asked to engage with FoP labels, several women 

commented upon their inadequacy or provided justifications as to why they felt unable to 

decode the information. Some women were visibly uncomfortable and ashamed. Adding 

to this, the majority of participants made some unprompted reference to their need to 

reduce sugar in their diets and the struggles involved in striving to do this. Ultimately, 

this nudge left some women feeling as though they had to excuse their decision making 

and behaviour. They felt the need to explain that their rushed lives and limited time spent 

in supermarkets combined with their paternalistic role of keeping the family fed, made it 

difficult to see the value in the fact that an oatcake has 2g of fat per 100g.  Social marketers 

can prevent unintended consequences by using more targeted approaches that are 

designed around consumer insight. Nudges do not appear to offer this.  
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5.7.3 Nudges Go Unchallenged  

 

The vast majority of women in this study held conflicting beliefs regarding FoP labels – 

that they are beneficial and a good thing for society, yet that they are irrelevant and 

impractical to use personally. Consumers perceived the labels as helpful, but crucially, 

‘not for them’. This exemplifies precisely the contention that Chriss (2015) raised in 

regards to nudges blending into society and thereby going unchallenged. If everyone is in 

agreement that FoP labels are beneficial, but just for someone else, then it is unlikely they 

will ever come under fire. “Governments can place nearly invisible nudges into the fabric 

of every-day life, which has the additional benefit of keeping red flags from being raised 

about the meddling of ham-fisted do-gooders” (Chriss, 2015, p. 95). What is meant here 

is that, nudges will not receive critique from the public, even when they are not doing 

their job effectively.  

Similarly, Whitehead (2014) explains that consumers’ awareness of a nudge and the 

degree to which the purpose of the nudge is understood is important since only by 

understanding its purpose can consumers adequately contest its presence. Yet the level 

of confusion around FoP labels found within this study suggests that consumers are 

unlikely to engage with them and therefore unlikely to critique them. Instead 

participants assume this nudge is working well for others, just not for them.  

The findings of this research provide support for the concept that nudges go unchallenged. 

It suggests that favourable attitudes exist because people assume someone else is 

benefitting from the nudge, and because of this the nudge itself receives little critique and 

lacks transparency. This should be a concern for social marketers considering one of their 



214 

 

founding principles is to design campaigns which are transparent (Andreasen, 2002). 

Transparency of behaviour change campaigns is reduced if the campaign lacks critique.  

 

5.7.4 Nudges Deter Legislation Change 

 

As has been discussed, women in this study repeatedly reported having favourable 

attitudes towards the existence of FoP labels, and this sentiment is echoed in previous 

research (Campos et al., 2011; Grunert, 2016). This result was found despite none of the 

participants claiming to use FoP labels regularly. There is a danger that relying upon 

nudges to tackle health issues could deter from other, more affirmative action being taken.  

It is often considered that food labelling, more information for consumers, and more 

consumer choice, can only be a good thing. Mayes (2014) asserts that this commonly held 

ideal is simply a result of the current neoliberal culture of the West, which values free 

markets and liberties above all else. In essence, the culture of the West consistently views 

consumer choice as beneficial. Yet this increase in choice could be indirectly hampering 

the introduction of more concrete laws to help tackle obesity. For example, several 

countries have experienced failed attempts to introduce heavy handed policies. 

Denmark’s tax on products high in fat (Nestle, 2011) or New York’s restrictions on large-

sized sugary drinks (Grynbaum, 2014) for example were both thwarted in part by 

protesters’ rejection of a nanny state. The food label pacifies such concerns. It insinuates 

that Governments are ‘taking action’ while allowing for free choice to endure. Frieden, 

Dietz and Collins, (2010) offer some alternative legislation options which are far more 

likely to be effective in achieving the desired result, such as pricing subsides on fruit and 

veg, increased taxation of nutrient-poor foods, restrictions on the exposure of unhealthy 
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products within shops and restrictions on advertising. If less efforts were ploughed into 

nudging, there may be more resources available to help realise these legislation changes.  

An inquiry led by the House of Lords (2011)  into how to adequately achieve behaviour 

change, cautioned that the use of nudges may inevitably lead to inaction or divert attention 

from more effective solutions such as prohibiting TV advertising of products high in fat, 

salt, and sugar. This study provides support for this concern. The findings suggest that 

with so few consumers making use of the labels, money may be better spent elsewhere. 

Increasingly, social marketers are attempting to carve out ways in which to operate 

upstream and affect policy change (French & Gordon, 2015; Key & Czaplewski, 2017), 

yet this goal is counteracted through the endorsement of nudging.    

 

 

5.7.5 Nudges Emphasise Personal Responsibility  

 

Nudges offer Governments a way of tackling health issues without restricting freedom of 

choice (Shove, 2014; Thaler & Sunstein, 2008). Yet the use of such tactics has significant 

ramifications for consumers in terms of how they perceive health and assign 

responsibility. Within our society, Governments consistently use messages to reinforce 

the ideal that health is a lifestyle choice and that with the right information and adequate 

levels of self-efficacy, consumers should be able to make the ‘right’ choice (Gurrieri et 

al., 2013; Raftopoulou & Hogg, 2010). Participants within this study had certainly 

embodied this philosophy - that their dietary choices were their responsibility. Often 

participants discussed their lack of will power and self-control in reference to the 

supermarket environment.   
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Drawing on Foucault, Mayes (2014) argues that because of this favoured style governance 

where free choice is paramount, food labels “normalize subjects as responsible for health 

via consumer choice, while eliding the social determinants of health antecedent to choice” 

(p.3). What is meant here, is that it has become normal within our society for consumers 

to self-blame for their dietary choices. Environmental influences upon consumption 

habits are neglected.  This line of thought has found support elsewhere (Chriss, 2016; 

Gigerenzer, 2015). Within this study consumers felt responsible for their own health, they 

consistently blame themselves for making poor consumption choices and never seem to 

reflect on the larger social influences affecting these decisions. 

Social marketers must recognise that simply by employing nudging as a method of 

behaviour change, the message being told is one of personal responsibility. More 

importantly, the mere endorsement of nudging sends a message that major 

noncommunicable diseases can be tackled through subtle tweaks to the environment. 

Social marketers should perhaps concentrate their efforts on promoting stronger policy 

change.  

 

5.7.6 Nudges Ignore the Consumer’s Perspective   

 

Nudges are designed to operate upon several key principles that influence people’s 

judgement making. These include risk aversion, framing, default options, a preference for 

short term rewards,  reciprocity, and social norms (Thaler & Sunstein, 2008). And 

although an abundance of cognitive psychology and neuroscience support the existence 

of these principles, nudges in practice neglect the consumers’ perspective. For example, 

within this study it was found that several women held a resentment towards nudges such 

as FoP labels because they were tired of constantly being ‘nudged’ into behaving one way 
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over another. So although a red label may elicit a response of ‘danger/avoid’ this was 

overrode by feelings of resentment and frustration. Mullane & Sheffrin (2012) warned of 

exactly this type of consumer backlash when nudges are used.  

If consumers constantly feel as though their behaviours are being monitored and steered, 

the result may be out right defiance (Chriss, 2015). This study found evidence of this, 

with some women describing their initial reaction to FoP labels as ‘irritated that they’re 

being told how to behave’ as discussed in section 5.3.5.  Therefore, there appears to be 

certain undesirable effects of introducing a nudge. By assuming that people are 

heterogeneous and will respond to a nudge in a similar fashion, the nuanced way in which 

people do respond is lost.  

In a similar vein, Chriss (2016) contends that nudges pit behaviours of social groups 

against each other, with one appearing good and another bad. Consuming products with 

mostly green FoP labels is deemed as ‘good’ behaviour and consuming products with 

mostly red coloured labels is deemed ‘bad’. These messages can leave consumers feeling 

yet more frustrated or alienated.  

Moreover, nudges overlook the fact that behaviours, attitudes, and decisions are informed 

by an individual’s social group.  Behaviours are formed, shaped and repeated to become 

habits which represent meaning within social groups, therefore to deem one behaviour as 

wrong is to condemn a social behaviours.  Yet with nudges, an elite group who know best 

for all and decide what is ‘good’, try to push behaviours onto the masses. This can result 

in consumers feeling as though they have been treated in a condescending fashion and 

was the precisely the sentiment found through the analysis of this thesis, with some 

consumers feeling resentment towards the mere presence of FoP labels.  
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5.7.7 Nudges Can Be Insignificant   

 

This study considered the context in which nudges operate, in this instance, FoP labels 

within supermarkets and how they fit into the lives of women. In doing so, it becomes 

apparent that the impact that nudges can have is limited. On paper, the idea of a 

red/amber/green logo to indicate the nutrient levels within food products sounds 

appealing. Yet when examined in a broader setting, considering the context, the 

supermarket environment, and the social pressures upon women, the likelihood of a 

complex label influencing behaviour appears negligible.  The meagre food label must 

compete against the obesogenic environment in which it sits, where nutrient dense foods 

are abundant and aggressively promoted (Simpson et al., 2018). Gigerenzer (2015) 

warned that tackling health problems from the position of ‘human err’ rather than 

holistically could be destructive as it belittles what is needed to combat such issues. This 

study supports this notion. Tackling health issues in this fashion minimises the 

responsibility of external influence.  

Social marketing traditionally incorporated the environment into their campaigns. 

Campaigns were designed with the environment and the people that live there, in mind. 

Social marketing was a holistic approach to behaviour change (Hastings, 2007). More 

recently, social marketers have begun to discuss the relevance of ‘systems thinking’. 

Which is the idea that all social marketing interventions should be embedded within the 

political, cultural, social systems that cause or allow for the behaviours to endure 

(Domegan et al., 2016; Hastings & Domegan, 2017). Similarly, Spotswood et al., (2017) 

echo the need to move towards a cultural perspective of behaviour and interventions that 

focus upon culturally ingrained ways of behaving. Nudging does not subscribe to these 

pursuits. Social marketers who employ nudge tactics run the risk of neglecting or 

diminishing the environmental causes of behaviour.  
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Lastly, the impact of nudges is notoriously difficult to measure. There are a multitude of 

complications in measuring the impact of FoP labels alone. For example, even if the 

introduction of a FoP labelling scheme purported to show a reduction in calories 

purchased, this is not indicative of calories consumed. Women typically do weekly 

grocery shops for the entire family. Moreover, measuring consumption patterns as a result 

of FoP labels does not indicate whether that behaviour will be sustained over a prolonged 

period of time, and so on. Social marketing campaigns seek to achieve measurable 

behaviour change (NSMC, 2011). Yet concerns have been raised over the lack of 

measurability possible when implementing a nudge, especially considering the lack of 

monitoring and evaluating that typically occurs following the introduction of a nudge 

(Chriss, 2015). The relatively limited number of studies which examine UK consumer’s 

engagement with the UK’s FoP labelling scheme, provides support for the notion that 

currently the impact of this nudge, has not been measured adequately.   

 

5.7.8 Nudging Lacks Ethical Guidelines  

 

Ethical considerations of nudging have been largely neglected (Raihani, 2013; Schubert, 

2017). By examining perceptions of FoP labels, this study has identified five potential 

issues involved when social marketers use nudging as a technique for behaviour change. 

Armed with this insight, the author proposes a framework of ethical considerations for 

social marketers when employing this technique, Figure 25. 
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Figure 25. Ethical Considerations of Nudging 

 

If social marketers are to use nudge techniques, five key ethical aspects should be 

considered: if the nudge is targeted, if it is transparent, if the nudge is measurable, if 

alternative courses of action have been considered and what the competition comprises 

of. By analysing FoP labels as a nudge, these five elements have been identified by the 

author as ethical considerations which social marketers may wish to consider when 

designing a campaign.  

 

Targeted 

If social marketers are to use nudge techniques, these should be specifically geared 

towards one specific group. The insight used to create nudges typically evolves around 

human biases and therefore neglects how specific groups will respond. As has been 

demonstrated here, complications arise when nudge tactics are designed in this untargeted 

fashion. As was found with FoP labels, those in lower social groups did not benefit in the 

same way as those in higher groups. What can be explicit and easy to use for one 

consumer to use, can be extremely difficult for others. Thus, social marketers need to pay 

extra attention to the target audience when employing nudge techniques.  

Targeted?

Transparent?

Measurable?Alternatives?

Competitve?
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Transparency 

Nudges lack transparency due to their inherent design (Selinger & Whyte, 2011), whereas 

traditional social marketing campaigns are generally very direct and clear to consumers 

about their intended purpose. What is meant by transparency is an ability for consumers 

to adequately notice and understand the purpose of a nudge so as to contend it. There is a 

threat that adopting a technique which lacks transparency moves social marketers even 

closer towards government backed citizen manipulation  (Chriss, 2015; Tadajewski et al., 

2011), rather than, as recent social marketers claimed to be, the voice of the people 

(French & Gordon, 2015). Therefore, social marketers should consider how their use of 

nudges can be transparent and open to consumer engagement.  

 

Measurability 

As this research indicates, with each nudge there are likely to be unintended consequences 

due to a lack of effective measurability. Since nudges are designed as a blanket message 

to the masses, it’s extremely difficult to assess the true impact that nudges are having. 

Social marketers must incorporate new methods of measurability into their design process 

when employing the use of nudges.  

 

 Alternatives  

Thought should be given as to whether the promotion of a nudge technique is thwarting 

other, perhaps more stronger, alternatives. As this research has shown, nudges can appear 

harmless agents in the environment simply doing their bit to change behaviour, yet on 
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closer inspection they are draining resources away from more effective legislation change 

(House of Lords, 2011). If social welfare is the ultimate goal, social marketers should 

consider what course of action is best placed to achieve this and avoid any campaigns 

which counteract this.  

 

Competition  

Social marketers should consider the broader context in which the nudge will operate. 

What will be the competing forces working against the nudge in question, and will the 

nudge have sufficient powers to compete. Having considered FoP labels in the context of 

supermarkets it is evident that the impact that a nudge can have can be severely reduced 

by competing forces. There is an ethical concern over the appropriateness of ploughing 

resources into nudges which are  “simultaneously neutralized by marketing strategies” 

(Junghans et al., 2015, p. 3). This was particularly evident in the case of FoP nudges, 

which are simultaneously counterbalanced by the aggressive nudges within supermarkets 

to consume nutrient poor foods. To refrain from this, social marketers may wish to 

consider nudges which target the competition rather than behaviour at an individual level.  

This study demonstrates that together, these five issues compromise the original 

theoretical underpinnings of social marketing and hence deserve attention.  Theoretical 

contributions are provided here in the form of a framework of ethical considerations of a 

nudge. A key implication of this framework is that provides a theoretical basis for future 

research exploring ethical aspects of nudge techniques and can be applied cross different 

settings to different nudges. 
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6 Chapter 6: Conclusions  

 

 Introduction  

 

The final chapter of the thesis draws conclusions and makes recommendations. First a 

summary of the thesis is provided, including an outline of the aims and objectives as well 

as the methodological design. The gap in knowledge is restated and the proposed methods 

of filling this gap are explained. Next, the results are summarised and key contributions 

to knowledge are outlined.  The limitations of the study as a whole are addressed, and 

finally, conclusions are drawn, and the implications of the research is discussed.  

 

 Summary of Thesis  

 

This thesis analysed nudging as a social marketing technique, using Front of Pack (FoP) 

nutrition labels as an example of a nudge, by investigating the perceptions of Scottish 

female consumers aged between 30-40 years old, in terms of how they regard, understand 

and interpret food labels in a real-world context. Perceptions are defined within this study 

as the way in “which something is regarded, understood, or interpreted” (Brooks, 2008, 

p. 273). To achieve this aim, the following objectives were set: -  

1. To review academic literature concerning social marketing, nudge practices, 

and consumers’ perceptions of front of pack nutrition labels. 

2. To conduct in-depth, semi-structured interviews as well as real-world 

observations with Scottish, female consumers, aged 30-40 years old in order 

to assess their perceptions of front of pack nutrition labels. 
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3. To apply these perceptions of front of pack labels to the context of nudging, 

in order to demonstrate if this example nudge operates effectively and draw 

insight for social marketers.   

4. To draw practical as well as theoretical contributions within the field of 

nutrition, specifically food labelling, whilst contributing to the field of social 

marketing, specifically those considering a nudge technique.   

 

Social marketing literature was first reviewed in order to establish the founding 

principles of this discipline and to better understand what led to the adoption of nudging 

as a behaviour change technique. In addition, literature concerning consumers’ 

perceptions of FoP labels was reviewed, specifically what influences these perceptions 

and what impact these perceptions have upon label use. With so few studies conducted 

specifically within the UK using UK consumers, the scope was expanded to include 

European wide studies.   

The gap in knowledge identified through this review was that at present it remains unclear 

how consumers perceive FoP labels in everyday contexts, and consequently it remains 

unclear if this nudge is perceived as intended. A lack of critique regarding social 

marketer’s use of nudging was apparent.   

At a methodological level, research had largely focussed on consumer comprehension of 

labels and neglected consumers’ subjective interpretations, or perceptions. When 

perceptions had been assessed, the typical format was one of Likert scales, where 

consumers are asked to rate their accordance with pre-existing statements. Open ended, 

semi structed interviews had not explored the vast and varied perceptions that consumers 

hold towards FoP labels. Moreover, perceptions had not been explored in context. The 

environment of the supermarket and its influence upon perceptions of FoP labels had not 

been considered. Lastly, women as a unique and specific subset of the population were 
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rarely assessed in isolation, and instead student samples were relied upon for participant 

populations.  

To address these gaps, a qualitative enquiry sought to uncover the perceptions of FoP 

labels among a diverse group of Scottish women. An interpretive constructionist approach 

was selected to guide the study. This paradigm recognises the inherent subjectivity 

involved in qualitative work. It does not steer away from subjectively but instead 

embraces it. The data collection was conducted in a real-world context using an 

ethnographic methodology and observations. Through this approach meaning is not 

thought of as objective, but instead it is constructed through language and interactions 

within a naturalistic context (O’Reilly & Kiymba, 2015). The aim was to hear the 

consumers’ voice, recognise their individual life experiences and apply these to the 

context of nudging in order to demonstrate if this example nudge operates effectively and 

draw insight for social marketers.   Contrary to prior literature consumers’ subjective 

perceptions and beliefs were of interest.  

By positioning the findings of the thesis into the wider context of public health policies 

and social marketing, FoP labels were considered a nudge in society. Because nudging is 

a controversial technique which has recently found prominence amongst some social 

marketers, there is a need to critique this practice before it becomes readily accepted into 

the social marketer’s toolkit. The insight from this thesis is twofold. At one level the 

research can be explained as an exploration into consumers’ perceptions of FoP labels. 

However, in doing so this also explores the broader sense of the practice of nudging and 

its appropriateness for social marketers.   

Participants were purposively selected via a non-probability sampling technique to 

include women from varying social groups, since previous research had generally 

neglected the opinions of those from lower social groups. Participants were then 
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questioned specifically so as to address the research questions. Interview questions were 

drawn from the literature review which identified several gaps in knowledge. Two pilot 

observations and interviews were first conducted so as to assess the effectiveness of the 

chosen methodology and interview questions. A further twenty-six observations, think-

aloud sessions and interviews were conducted.  

All three data sets were then transcribed and analysed using thematic analysis. This 

involved creating categories and subcategories until clear themes had emerged. 

Relationships between these themes were noted and an explanation for each theme was 

sought from the literature review. The key themes that emerged were used to structure 

and present the phenomenon of perceptions of FoP labels and the implications for social 

marketers. These themes resulted in key contributions to knowledge will be explored in 

the following section.   

 

 Summary of Contributions  

 

Ultimately the purpose of this thesis was to make contributions to knowledge in terms of 

how FoP labels are perceived and the implications of these perceptions for social 

marketers adopting a nudge technique. In support of the validity of this thesis – a journal 

article publication and numerous conference papers helps to demonstrate an interest in 

the research from the wider population.  Contributions to knowledge derived from 

qualitative interpretive research typically arise in four key areas: development of 

concepts, generation of theory, drawing of specific implications, and contribution of rich 

insight (Walsham, 2006), each of which are discussed below.  
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6.3.1 Perceptions are Influenced by Context  

 

First and foremost, by adopting an observation method it was apparent that use of FoP 

label information in situ is extremely limited. Not one participant appeared to glance at 

the FoP label scheme or mentioned them whilst performing ‘think aloud’ shopping. These 

findings add to limited number of studies which show the gulf between what research 

shows in labs (that consumers describe them in a positive light and are able to use them 

to make healthier consumption choices) and what is found in real-world studies – that 

generally labels are ignored  (Enright et al., 2010; Grunert, Wills, et al., 2010; Higginson, 

Kirk, et al., 2002; Malam et al., 2009; Rayner et al., 2001; Steenhuis et al., 2004). What 

makes this study unique is that here the context was considered as a variable, rather than 

ignored. Rather than focussing on the individual or the label format specifically, 

consideration was given as to how the context influences perceptions.   

The outcome of this study proposes a methodological contribution to the study of FoP 

labelling by arguing that in observing the context and discussing its role with consumers, 

the environment in which consumers are exposed to FoP labels plays a role in how they 

are perceived. Firstly, the abundance of nutrient-dense food, coupled with the incessant 

promotion of these items, made some women minimise the time they spent in 

supermarkets. Previous research has shown that if consumers feel under time pressure in 

a supermarket they are less likely to use nutritional information and instead will rely on 

habitual purchases (Koenigstorfer & Groeppel-Klein, 2010). This research suggests that 

the supermarket could be a cause for women to feel under time pressure. Ultimately how 

consumers experience the supermarket environment will impact the time spent assessing 

food labels.  
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In addition, a methodological contribution has been made here in the form of using ‘think 

aloud’ techniques in real world contexts to understanding perceptions of FoP food labels. 

Specifically, this study suggests that if labels are not made salient, as is typically done 

with lab-based studies, then consumers are unlikely to mention or consider them whilst 

food shopping. Through the think aloud techniques it was evident that consumers did not 

feel the FoP labels were of relevance to them and their needs. Interestingly, women would 

take the time to check country of origin, sell by dates, pesticide levels or simply to inspect 

the condition of the product, but none looked out for FoP labels.  

This thesis has demonstrated the theoretical gains to be had within the field of FoP 

labelling, by operating under a constructionist paradigm which places value in subjective 

experiences.  For example, a well-known paradox within the field of FoP labelling is the 

fact that that UK consumers generally report positive attitudes towards FoP labels, and 

have been shown to be able to use them adequately (EUFIC, 2015; Food Standards 

Agency, 2010; Grunert, 2016; Grunert, Fernández-Celemín, et al., 2010), but then do not 

appear to use them in the real world. A combination of ‘think aloud’ techniques with 

semi-structured interviews conducted immediately following the shop whilst remaining 

within the context of the supermarket enabled this paradox to be explored. One 

reoccurring theme that emerged naturally and prominently from participants was that FoP 

labels are useful, but for someone else. Participants assumed other people were making 

use of them. There was a perception that they are a good thing in society because 

‘someone out there’ is likely benefiting from them. This finding has not been stated 

elsewhere in the literature. It can explain why consumers repeatedly rate FoP labels 

positively, yet their impact in the supermarket appears minimal.  
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6.3.2 Perceptions are Influenced by Directness of Label  

  

The most prominent and widespread perception that shone through the data was the 

feeling that FoP labels are impractical and too confusing to make use of.  Although this 

in itself is not new knowledge, as it is well established that consumers feel confused when 

using FoP labels, what this study offers, which isn’t found in previous research is specific 

reasons as to why the confusion exists with the UK’s label design. This was a gap in 

knowledge (Leek et al., 2015). By hearing from consumers directly and openly this thesis 

gained a better understanding of why consumers are confused. Previous research had 

tended to constrain confusion, examining it only, for example, in terms of comparing 

different label formats (Leek et al., 2015). From this study it is clear that the inherent 

design of the UK’s GDA-TL causes issues. Firstly, consumers perceived labels to be 

confusing because they did not know what the percentage sign on the label was referring 

to. At times the percentage sign was interpreted as a target to be attained rather than a 

maximum level that should be avoided. The threat of this happening had been noted 

(Lobstein et al., 2007) and this study found evidence of it occurring. This study 

demonstrated that confusion is not limited solely to issues concerning label 

comprehension unbeknown to the consumer, but that confusion is wholly experienced by 

the consumer and an experience which leads to label avoidance altogether. 

Secondly, confusion was caused by terminology used within labels. By terminology we 

refer not simply to terms such as ‘reference intake’ (although these were not understood, 

they were not noticed by all consumers) but instead to the basic use of ‘per 100g’ which 

many felt unable to use in a practical sense. Statements such as these were difficult for 

consumers to make use of and to contextualise into their everyday consumption practices. 

Lastly, confusion was caused by the sheer volume of numerical data stated on FoP labels. 

A typical encounter with a FoP label resulted in consumers reeling off a list of numerical 
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data without being able to put it into context. Thus, confusion is not simply found when 

consumers try to comprehend the information but exists at the very onset of label 

engagement. If consumers feel confused by information they are less likely to engage 

with it.   This thesis contends that there is a possibility that the abundance of numerical 

data on FoP labels may do more harm than good.  

 

6.3.3 Perceptions of Trust in Labels is Low  

 

A key contribution, and an unexpected result was that, consumer’s trust in FoP label 

information was low. This was surprising since initial reactions to FoP label information 

were positive. Although a systematic review of trust in labels exists, it explored trust in 

food certifications, GM labels and health claims (Tonkin et al., 2014), and of those that 

did look at trust in nutrition labels (6 in total), only one was conducted in the UK 

(Garretson & Burton, 2000). Importantly, this review concluded that there was a need to 

examine trust within the context of supermarkets, which has been done with the current 

research. What this study purports which hadn’t been identified previously was a lack of 

trust in FoP labels specifically, because of misleading portion sizes. Consumers 

repeatedly pointed out that portion sizes were unrealistic and therefore the label as a 

whole could not be trusted. The danger of misleading portion sizes had been pointed out 

(Lobstein et al., 2007) and this study provides evidence that it is having a negative impact 

upon consumer’s trust in labels as a whole. This outcome offers a theoretical contribution 

to the study of FoP labelling by aiding in our understanding of why they are used so 

infrequently.  

This study is also unique in highlighting the impact that mistrust in the food industry as a 

whole has upon perceptions of food labels. Mistrust in the food industry and supermarkets 
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was another reason as to why trust in FoP food labels was low. Participants made 

reference to the fact that supermarkets were ‘out to get them’. Similarly, some felt that 

the bright colours upon FoP labels were there simply to catch attention and sell more 

products.  

 

6.3.4 Perceptions of Colour are Blurred  

 

Finally, in terms of how FoP labels are perceived, crucial contributions have been made 

in the form of highlighting how the colour within labels is interpreted. It seems to have 

been assumed that since consumers are able to select a healthier shopping basket using 

traffic light labelling schemes simulation studies where they have been asked to select a 

healthy item, that this infers that consumers are able to use them adequately in real life. 

However, when provided the opportunity to expand on their perceptions of the meaning 

of these colours it is clear that they often incorrectly infer the red colour to signify ‘avoid’. 

This command-like interpretation could help to explain why FoP labels are so 

infrequently made use of – because avoiding foods with red labels is impractical, more 

importantly it is unhealthy.  

Having reviewed the basis for which FoP labels were introduced (Food Standards 

Agency, 2005, 2008; Lobstein et al., 2007), it appears as though a limited amount of 

research was conducted on UK consumers before the traffic light scheme was launched. 

Importantly only a handful appear to have been conducted in real-world contexts. This 

makes the adoption of the only colour coded FoP label in the world (bar South Korea) 

(EUFIC, 2015) somewhat surprising. Taubes (2016) is a prominent writer and critic of 

nutrition science, particularly the way in which nutrition studies are used to shape 

prevailing ideas around nutrition and health.  One of his central ideas is that very little 
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rigorous scientific evidence is used to form the basis of huge sweeping generalisations 

within the field of nutrition. This may have been the case in the adoption of the GDA-TL 

labelling system. The results of this study certainly emphasis the need for more real-world 

research to be conducted in regards to FoP label use, in particular what behavioural 

responses each colours elicit.   

Generally, however consumers appreciated the colour aspect of FoP labels. Comments 

were made that this element of the label meant that it could be used at a glance. The data 

from the observation fieldnotes, think aloud sessions and interviews revealed that despite 

this positive sentiment, FoP labels were not being used. This thesis offers explanations as 

to why that is the case by attempting to hear from the consumers’ perspective rather than 

inferring from data sets – which is what typically occurs in the field of FoP label studies 

(Eden, 2011) 

 

6.3.5 Perceptions are Influenced by Socioeconomic Status  

 

This thesis contributes by answering calls to begin to unpack what role socioeconomic 

status plays in perceptions and use of FoP labels (Balcombe et al., 2010; Crockett et al., 

2014; Lachat & Tseng, 2013; Scarborough, Matthews, et al., 2015). Two main 

contributions have been established in this regard, first in terms of the barriers faced by 

those of lower social groups and secondly in terms of how the concept of health influences 

label perceptions.  

There were subtle but significant differences found between the data (fieldnotes/ 

interviews) of different social groups. In attempting to amalgamate what these differences 

mean collectively, it can be argued that within this study, women of different social 
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classes contextualised their health differently. These differences in perceptions of health 

ultimately and logically lead to differences in how FoP labels are perceived.  

There were no differences found in terms of the value placed in FoP labels by different 

social groups, the majority, regardless of SES initially appreciated the presence of FoP 

labels. However, only three participants claimed to actually use FoP labels and all 3 were 

from higher socioeconomic groups. Differences did emerge when asked to consider their 

health in broad terms – ‘What does it mean to be healthy’. Those from lower social groups 

were more likely to refer to avoiding unhealthy foods. Whereas those from higher social 

groups were more likely to refer to gaining nutritious foods.  What these differences 

demonstrate is that the relevance of FoP labels will be different for different social groups. 

Other key differences which arose were the pressures and priorities in mind when 

shopping. Those from lower social groups were more likely to reference the need to buy 

food which would be eaten by family members. This was a key concern, as was the need 

to shop on a budget, and select foods that last so as to avoid waste. In conjunction with 

this, differences emerged as to how the colours were interpreted with lower social groups 

more likely to view the red colour as a command to avoid consuming that food type. 

Whereas those from higher social groups perceived reds as a ‘helpful warning sign’. 

Previous research had established differences in how different social groups understand 

and use FoP labels. Where this study contributes is in offering an explanation as to why 

this is the case.  

If lower social groups perceive their health in terms of foods they have avoided and 

perceive the red coloured FoP labels to mean ‘avoid’, this could result in more pressure 

and ultimately a boomerang effect where the information is ignored altogether. There 

have been cautions of boomerang effects caused by FoP labels where consumers behave 

in completely the opposite way of the intended behaviour, for example by consuming 
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more reds (Budewig et al., 2004; Kleef & Dagevos, 2015). It has been shown that a feeling 

of guilt associated with FoP labels, reduces the likelihood of labels being used (Wahlich 

et al., 2012). Red labels are seen to indicate ‘avoid’, especially amongst those of lower 

social groups. Therefore, being unable to adhere to this advice may result in guilt and 

avoidance.  

 

6.3.6 Perceptions are Influenced by Gender  

 

The design of this study offers a methodological contribution to the study of FoP labelling 

by demonstrating the importance of examining specific subgroups of the population. 

Using a group of Scottish women based in Edinburgh as research sample, their unique 

and specific perceptions concerning FoP labels are uncovered. The intention of this piece 

of research is not to generalise, but instead to reflect the experiences of a unique and 

purposely selected sample, which is typically the goal of qualitative research (Bryman & 

Bell, 2015). Scottish women may have different concerns or reasons for behaviour than 

women in other parts of the country, thus it is necessary to identify the varying 

perceptions of different groups.   

Rich insight was gleaned from this specific group which may help to explain why FoP 

labels receive so little attention within the supermarket. One theme to emerge from the 

data was the role of women as caregivers within the home. Within this study, it was found 

that this role need not be in reference to children only, but also to husbands and partners 

too. The feeling women had of themselves arose naturally and unprompted by a number 

of women within the study. This need to care and provide for loved ones often meant that 

there was an emphasis on foods that ‘will be eaten’. There was a strong desire to fulfil 
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this duty, and there was a perception that eating mostly ‘green’ labelled foods would 

simply result in a hungry family. 

There is a need to hear from women specifically in relation to health campaigns. “Policy 

decisions, are rarely based on the results of in-depth, qualitative studies but rely instead 

on broad, quantitative studies which do not necessarily reflect the heterogeneity of 

women” (Roosmalen & Loppie, 1999, p. 20). By speaking to women in isolation, it 

became clear that they had internalised their weight issues and blamed themselves.  

Attempting to lose weight was talked candidly of by most participants as well as their 

lack of willpower in avoiding high fat/ high sugar products. This was viewed as ‘being 

bad’. Interestingly not one participant discussed external forces for these conditions but 

instead they themselves were always to blame. In a culture obsessed with body shapes, 

particularly those of women, it has been suggested that the constant pressure to be thin 

could ultimately be having a detrimental impact upon the effectiveness of health 

campaigns such as FoP labels (Mayes, 2014). This will be discussed further in section 

6.3.8 Social Marketers Use of Nudging.  

 

6.3.7 A Framework of Consumer’s Perceptions of FoP Labels   

 

By using the themes that emerged from this study in relation to perceptions of FoP labels, 

and building upon previous work (Nayga, 1999; Sijtsema et al., 2002), the author 

proposes an updated framework of ‘Consumers’ Perceptions of Food Labels’, Figure 24.  

The semi-structured, qualitative nature of this work means that the elements within the 

proposed framework have derived only as a result of examining the consumer’s 

perspective. Unlike quantitative work which had been applied previously in order to 

generate a framework of consumers’ perceptions of food labels (Nayga, 1999; Sijtsema 
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et al., 2002), where key aspects pertaining to the constructs being investigated could be 

missed, this thesis did not operate in a top-down fashion. Instead rich insight arose naturally 

from the data analysis.  

Put simply, this framework (Figure 24) proposes that critical elements which impact upon 

consumer’s perceptions of FoP labels include the environment, the label format and the 

individual’s demography. It suggests that the environment can hinder how FoP labels are 

perceived in terms of trust and use-ability, that ‘relevancy’ plays a key role (the 

information on the labels must be relevant to consumers in terms of the message they 

convey) and lastly, that the label format in terms of its ‘directness’ as in how straight 

forward it is to consumers,  is crucial. The most optimal FoP labelling format will be one 

in which consumers can readily engage with rather than have to spend time deciphering.  

 

6.3.8 Social Marketers’ Use of Nudging  

 

Theoretical contributions to the discipline of social marketing have been made in the form 

of a critique of nudging – a practice recently adopted by social marketers, and a practice 

in need of critique  (Pechmann & Slater, 2005; Tadajewski et al., 2011; Tadajewski & 

Brownlie, 2008; Wymer, 2015). This was done by applying the perceptions consumer’s 

hold towards FoP labels to the context of nudging and assessing if this nudge operates as 

intended.  Having done this, several concerns of this technique have been brought to bear. 

These are developed in section 5.7 Examining nudging as a Social Marketing Technique. 

This section involved making comparisons between the founding principles of social 

marketing (depicted in Section 2.2) with that of nudging as a technique for behaviour 

change. To the best of the authors knowledge, this is the first piece of research which 

attempts to directly compare the practice of social marketing with the principles of nudge 
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theory. This process helped to identify several dichotomies that arise between the two 

practices. For example, social marketing campaigns typically target a specific group of 

people with bespoke messages that will resonate with them (French & Gordon, 2015), in 

comparison nudges are generally not created with a specific target group in mind and are 

instead designed to act upon anyone that comes into contact with them. Having assessed 

perceptions of FoP labels, one concern of this untargeted approach is that those less in 

need of behaviour change benefit more. In the case of FoP labels, those of high social 

groups are repeatedly found to benefit more than those of lower social groups, and the 

findings of this study support this.  

With these concerns (section 5.7) in mind, the author proposes a framework of ethical 

considerations for social marketers employing a nudge technique (section 5.7.8), and 

answers calls for the need for more ethical discourse around nudging (Raihani, 2013; 

Schubert, 2017). 

 Within this framework ethical considerations include, if the nudge is targeted, if the 

nudge is targeted, transparent, measurable, if alternative courses of action have been 

considered and what the competition comprises of. Here contributions have been made 

for in terms of the theoretical development of the practice of social marketing. Future 

research is required to empirically validate this framework. For example, it could be 

assessed to what extent transparent nudges work better than those designed to 

surreptitiously operate upon consumers – or what benefits there are in involving 

consumers in the design process of a nudge.  

In positioning FoP labels in a broader context of nudges within society, the results 

demonstrate that nudges do not operate in accordance with their intended design. 

Although appreciated by the vast majority of women within this study, not one of the 

participants appeared to be able to engage with them in a meaningful way. They were 
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misinterpreted and cause unintended behaviours. A vast amount of public money can be 

spent on something with negligible impact. What this means for social marketers is that 

caution should be taken before adopting this tool. Moreover, the foundations on which 

nudges are built at times clash almost completely with that of principles of social 

marketing.  

 

 

 Limitations of Thesis   

 

Overall this study achieved its aims in terms of establishing the perceptions of FoP labels 

of a group of Scottish women when observed in context, yet some unavoidable limitations 

occurred. Among these was the reliance upon people to explain their own perceptions and 

behaviour. Perceptions may arise due to wholly unconscious processes. Often people 

cannot account for their behaviour and thus create explanations rather than provide 

accurate accounts. To assist in overcoming this issue, the interviews were supplemented 

with observations in context. This enabled the research to observe ‘true’ responses to FoP 

labels in a real-world context. Moreover, of particular interest in this study was subjective 

experiences. The aim was not only to establish perceptions of FoP labels, but to highlight 

how these perceptions are experienced by consumers and how they influence FoP label 

use. Thus, the need to explore unconscious perceptions, through for example, an eye 

tracking measure, is reduced. Nonetheless, this limitation did impact the findings and 

analysis. At times, consumers struggled to explain why they perceived the labels in one 

way over another and this led to them guessing at times, why they felt one way or another.  

In a similar vein, the choice of methods could be critiqued. Observations, particularly 

concerning human behaviour, comprise of a large amount of inferring and subjective 
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interpretation. Although no consumers were observed visually directing their attention 

towards FoP labels, they may have glanced at them, they may have reacted to them 

subconsciously, or they may have used them on previous shopping trips. This limitation 

may result in the actual impact of FoP labels being underreported. The decision to proceed 

with this method was in part due to the lack of observational studies which explore use 

of FoP labels. This method was needed to fill certain research gaps, despite its limitations. 

To compensate, consumers were offered the opportunity to discuss their reaction to FoP 

labels during the interview process. In addition,  Malam et al. (2009) points out that by 

observing and then interviewing in quick succession, the researcher is more likely to 

extract an honest response from the participants.  

Another limitation concerns the sample selection process. Initially, the intention was to 

have a consistent group of mothers, and so the participant requirements included having 

children. This was to provide consistency across participants so that comparisons could 

be made. However, this was not feasible in practice. Obtaining participants was 

challenging and since data saturation had not occurred with mothers only, it was decided 

that women without children would be permitted into the study too. Ultimately, this 

decision did not cause any issues during the observations or interviews as children were 

not discussed in much detail. The interviewer attempted to centre the focus of the 

conversations on the mothers themselves. However, despite no clear differences between 

mothers and non-mothers arising, still, being a mother will influence a women’s 

perception of health as well as their perceptions of their role within the family. As most 

women in this study had children, it may account for why their role within the family as 

a caregiver emerged so strongly. Future research should consider how different groups 

within society respond to food labels differently, from young adults, single parents, to the 

elderly.  
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The purpose of this study was to examine perceptions of FoP labels in a broader sense 

than had been considered previously. As such elements of the environment and the 

individual were examined. To complement this exploratory style of research, participants 

were permitted to discuss FoP labels in whichever way they saw fit. However, in doing 

so, certain avenues were explored in more detail than others. The supermarket 

environment arose as a result of conducting the research in context. Women’s’ 

experiences arose as an issue that was discussed by the participants. However, other 

aspects of the wider context could have been considered for example, culture and its role 

in perceptions of FoP labels. Alternatively, more specific aspects of labels could have 

been explored, for example perceptions depending on product type. In essence, 

‘perception’ is a very wide and varying aspect of behaviour to research. It is ill-defined 

in the literature, making this issue even more complex. Although the aim was to allow 

participants to describe their perceptions in an open style, they will have been influenced 

largely by what questions were asked during the interviews. To overcome this bias, the 

questions were drawn from gaps in the literature.  

 

 

  



241 

 

 Broader Implications and Concluding Remarks  

 

6.5.1 FoPs are Failing   

 

The findings of this study demonstrate that in terms of acting as a nudge towards healthier 

food choices, FoP labels are failing. They are failing to elicit the appropriate response 

from consumers and therefore failing to encourage healthier food choices. The reasons 

for this failure are numerous and complex, of which this thesis alludes to several, but the 

resulting implications are grave. Unless promptly amended, FoP labels could be 

considered a drain of money and resources. This thesis does not argue for the abolishment 

of FoP label information, but it pleads for more reflection upon the environment in which 

they sit and the currently underused leverages available to enhance their effectiveness.  

Considering, for example, the context of supermarkets – where FoP labels are positioned 

upon aggressively promoted junk foods, where misleading advertisements of nutrient-

poor foods is ubiquitous. By taking this into account, the impact that FoP labels can have 

becomes questionable. Yet Governments have it within their powers to legislate against 

corporations and control this obesogenic environment, with far stronger regulations than 

a voluntary, FoP labelling scheme.  

The mistakes made in allowing the tobacco industry to perpetually incite scepticisms, 

influence public opinion and lobby legislation, are still being felt today. This cannot be 

allowed to happen again with the food industry. We do not want to look back and question 

why more action was not taken. This study demonstrates that the presence of numerical 

GDA information upon food labels results in consumers feeling confused and unengaged.  
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The decision to include GDA information upon labels has, in part, resulted from the 

Government’s attempts  to ‘work with’  industry to improve our diets (The Scottish 

Government, 2011, 2015, 2018). Apparently ignorant of the irony, the Government called 

upon those who initiated the nation’s weight issues, to help rectify them, a tactic which 

has unsurprisingly backfired. The food industry, adapt at misleading consumers, has spent 

millions of pounds lobbing the Government to ensure legislation around labelling remains 

voluntary, and crucially, pushing for the use of GDA information upon labels (Hawkes, 

2007; Hickman, 2010; Peretti, 2012). With some arguing that the food industry’s 

preferred label format, the GDA, is in fact purposefully used to confuse consumers 

(Lobstein et al., 2007). Regardless if this is the case, conflicts of interest must be 

recognised, and the powers of the food industry must be tapered. This thesis adds to the 

growing body of research calling for food labelling to be bolstered by stronger legislation 

at industry level (Jebb et al., 2013; Mozaffarian et al., 2018; Walls et al., 2011).  

 

6.5.2 The Ideology of Nudging is Dangerous  

 

Nudging, as a means to tackle public health issues such as obesity, only serve to 

perpetuate the ideology that such wicked problems can, and should, be tackled at an 

individual level. It may be argued that nudges merely form part of a multipronged 

approach, or that their use compliments the range of measures introduced to tackle such 

issues. However, the growing prevalence of nudging represents a shift in how we are 

governed, and this has implications for how we view ourselves within society and where 

we allocate responsibility.   

When social marketers endorse this tool, they are reinforcing this ideology, which will 

have long term ramifications for the trajectory of the discipline. Within this study, 
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consumers were consistently self-blaming of their dietary choices and struggles to resist 

the temptations of energy dense foods. Despite discussing the battle of the supermarket 

environment, not one participant actually made the leap and placed any responsibility in 

their hands. More importantly, consumer’s perceptions of FoP labels as a nudge were that 

that they are broadly a good thing, despite currently being too complex to make use of. 

This contradicting and deceptive characteristic of nudging is precisely why the technique 

must be critiqued.  

Ostensibly nudges are harmless, they try to do their bit for the cause and if they fail – no 

harm done. Yet this ideology is dangerous. As Tadajewski et al. (2018, p.2) puts it, the 

mainstream perspective tends to be that ‘everyone benefits from these sorts of exchanges 

in the marketplace, but these are false generalisations which do not stand up well when 

juxtaposed against the lived experiences of various groups’. The lived experiences of the 

women within this study revealed that not only are FoP labels ineffective and cause 

confusion, which in itself underlines their danger, but that at times led to feelings of guilt 

and shame, and ultimately personal responsibility. The discipline of social marketing may 

wish to distance itself from such effects.  

 

6.5.3 Bottom-up Policies are Required   

 

Qualitative research is lacking within the domain of FoP label research, and this study 

has demonstrated its value. Reliance upon quantitative metrics and pre-defined variables 

where behaviour is presupposed from the outset restricts what can be known about 

engagement with FoP labels. By giving the consumer’s a voice, unexpected information 

was captured. This type of rich insight should be used to form policy in the future, or at 

the very least improve upon it.  
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Within this study, participants made valid suggestions as to how FoP label information 

could be made more applicable and appealing. For example, by using visual cues such as 

sugar cubes instead of grams, or an exercise counterpart required to burn off the calorie 

count, such as ‘20 minutes running’. Ultimately, for the vast majority of consumers within 

this study, regardless of socioeconomic status, critical elements of the label’s intended 

message were lost. Consequently, a higher value should be placed on the subjective 

experiences and opinions of citizens. This is an area which social marketers claim to want 

develop – using consumer insight to shape and inform policy in a bottom-up fashion 

(French & Gordon, 2015). Yet nudges are designed to act upon broad brush human biases 

rather than any in-depth discussions with those who the nudge will act upon (Thaler & 

Sunstein, 2008).   

The nuanced perceptions teased out within this study underscore the importance of 

designing policy from the perspective of the consumer. For example, this study identified 

crucial variances in how consumers perceive the colours on FoP labels in terms of the 

corresponding behaviour they believed it infers. It also draws attention to the role 

socioeconomic status in contextualising health and health messages. If policies were 

designed with a wider spectrum of consumers being heard, there may be less of a social 

bias found in how such campaigns operate, as has been notes here with those of higher 

social groups benefitting most.  

 

6.5.4 An Opportunity for Social Marketers  

 

Social marketing is at a crossroads. Nudging is typically discussed within the discipline 

in a nonchalant fashion, as a lesser option, but an option nonetheless, to achieve behaviour 

change (Hastings & Domegan, 2017). Its seen as an available method, but not quite a core 
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concept of social marketers (Tapp & Spotswood, 2013). Yet this passive way of viewing 

nudging has resulted in the general acceptance of its practice (NSMC, 2011). Instead, 

social marketers have an opportunity to make a stand against it, and the implications of 

this thesis provide support for this course of action.  

This thesis has demonstrated that nudging can result in an abundance of unforeseen 

consequences. Moreover, it has identified that a dichotomy exists between the goals of 

social marketers and the practice of nudging (section 5.7). Increasingly, social marketing 

is playing a growing role in policy design, seen by Governments as an alternative to 

legislation change. Therefore, there is an opportunity for social marketers to take 

leadership in what sorts of policies are backed, and what sorts are rejected. Rather than 

blindly following in the adoption of certain practices without critique, social marketers 

should demand for policies which move away from personal responsibility. This thesis 

points to the detrimental ideologies of employing tools such as nudging. Ultimately, 

social marketers are ‘in the business of behaviour change’ (Lefebvre, 2012) yet the 

behaviour being targeted could instead be corporate. This represents an ideal opportunity 

for social marketers to harness the powers of their discipline in a new direction, to move 

upstream and fight the status quo.  
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7 Appendix  

 Flyer Advert  

 

 

 Interview Questions  

Semi Structured Interview Questions  

PhD aim: The purpose of this thesis is to an analyse ‘nudging’ as a social marketing 

technique, using Front of Pack (FoP) nutrition labels as an example of a nudge, by 

investigating the perceptions of Scottish female consumers aged between 30-40 

years old, in terms of how they regard, understand and interpret food labels in a 

real-world context. 

Interview protocol  

 

• The broad goals of today are for me to try and understand your opinions 

towards food shopping and what sorts of things influence these.  

• There are no right or wrong answers; it’s all about me trying to understand 

your perspective so just try to explain your feelings as honestly and in as 

much detail as possible.    

• Before we begin I have a consent form in which you are granting me 

permission to use your data anonymously.  After you have read through this 

consent form, feel free to ask me any questions then please sign it if you 

agree.  

• Do you have any questions? If at any point you wish to stop the interview 

process, please just say.  
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• If at any point in the future, you wish to withdraw your data then please let 

me know.  

 

Section 1: The shop  

1. Let’s start with a general chat about the shop you just did. Was that a typical 

weekly shop for you? 

2. Was there anything you bought for the first time? 

3. What sorts of things are on your mind when you shop/ what are your 

priorities? 

4. Would you say you enjoyed shopping?  

5. [If there were any delays over choices] Ask about these  

 

Section 2: FoP Label Use   

1. What I was looking out for was your use of this label [point to GDA-TL label] 

2. Do you recognise this label? 

3. Do you know if you bought any products with it?  

4. Do you ever use them? Why is that/what for? 

5. In general, how do you feel in response to seeing these labels? Immediate 

emotional response.  

6. In general, how would you say you behave or react in response to them? 

7. If/ when you do use these labels what typically drives this use? /What do you 

gain from using them? /What info are you trying to glean? Why is that? For 

what purpose?   

8. If/when you do not use them what would be the main reasons for this? 

9. Have you considered how your respond to these previously? 

10. Do you think these labels are able to inform you if a product is healthy or 

unhealthy?  

11. Would you say these labels might change your purchasing decisions at all? 

▪ If yes – in what circumstances 

▪ If no – why  

12. Where do you think these labels originate from or who has produced them?/ 

How does that influence your judgement?  

13. Do you trust the information on the labels? Why? 

14. Have you ever discussed them with friends and do you think they use them 

at all? 
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Section 3: FoP Label Interpretation 

1. Next, I will show you two products displaying these labels. Please ‘think 

aloud’ everything that goes through your head in terms of how you might use 

the label to choose between the products.  

 

2. Now I’ll give you a specific item and I’d like you to actually try to interpret one 

aspect of the FoP label, e.g. level of fat. What is it telling you? Again, there is 

no right or wrong answers, I’m interested in your opinions and how you go 

about making sense of this info.  

 

3. I will now explain to you how you are expected to use these labels, could you 

please then tell me your views on this method. Do you follow the process? 

Could you see yourself doing this in the future? 

 

4. In terms of considering these as incentives to try to get us to eat better – do 

you think they are working or helping? 

 

5. How could these labels be improved? Or what changes would mean you’re 

more likely to use them?  

 

 

Section 4: Your diet  

1. Do you consider your own diet to be healthy? /What does being healthy 

mean to you? 

2. Is there anything you’d like to change about your diet? Why is this important 

to you? 

3. What do you consider to be the biggest barrier in achieving these changes?  

4. If you were able to improve your diet what do you think the key benefits 

would be? And do you think labels could be part of that process? 

5. Is there anything in your family’s past or specific experiences which have 

made you pay specific attention to your diet?  

6. Do you think diet is an issue to be concerned about? Why? 

7. Where would you say you obtain most information about food and nutrition 

issues in general? As in which foods are good for you and which ones are 

less so? 

8. In general, who would do you believe to be responsible diet? Why? 
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 Observation Field Notes  
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 Participant Consent form  
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