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ABSTRACT

Objectives: To determine patterns of food and nutrition labels use by Turkish consumers, and examine
constraints on the use of this information.
Design: Cross-sectional survey.
Setting: Twenty-six regions of Turkey.
Participants: Consumers (n ¼ 1,536), aged 12-56 years.
Variables measured: Level of interest in food and nutrition labels, the perceived sources of information
about nutrition, the performance of the food industry at labeling, and sociodemographic factors.
Analysis: Descriptive statistics and c2 statistics.
Results: The uses of food labels and nutrition labels were reported, respectively, by 76.5% and 72.4% of
participants. Nutrition label use was significantly associated with sex, age, marital status, educational level,
and socioeconomic status (P< .001 for all variables). Barriers to the use of nutrition labels included: the lack
of understanding of terms, symbols, and values; poor presentation of the information; and concerns about
the accuracy of the information. Consumers who wished to use nutrition labels to make healthful choices
demanded a standardized location and format for the labels, as well as simplified information conveyed
with comprehensible terms and statements.
Conclusions and Implications: New strategies to encourage the effective consumer use of food and
nutrition labels should include educational programs and revision of the label format.
Key Words: food label, nutrition labeling, consumer perception, consumer use (J Nutr Educ Behav.
2012;44:584-591.)

INTRODUCTION

Food labeling is a population-based
approach to nutrition education that
enables consumers to make more
healthful choices by providing infor-
mation at the point of purchase.
Nutrition information, given as a nu-
trition label (called Nutrition Facts
panel in some countries), is an impor-
tant component of food labeling that
provides knowledge of basic nutri-
tional principles, generates consumer
interest, and instils confidence that
the food selection environment is
conducive to making healthful
choices.1-3 Food labeling is manda-
tory in most countries depending on
2 main justifications; it enables
consumers to make healthful
choices, and it protects consumers

and their rights.1,3 However, the
implementation of nutrition labeling
varies among countries.1,2 It is
mandatory in the United States,
Canada, Australia, and New
Zealand,4-6 but it is not currently
required in European Union (EU)
countries or Turkey unless a nu-
tritional claim is made on the
product's packaging.1 The current Di-
rective 90/496/EEC, a European Com-
mission legislation, provides the
required standardized format for nu-
trition labeling in EU countries. Ac-
cording to this legislation, 2 types of
label content are permitted: Group 1
presents the energy provision value,
as well as protein, carbohydrate, and
fat content; and Group 2 additionally
presents the amounts of sugars, satu-
rated fats, fiber, and sodium contained

in a measured amount of the selected
food.2,3

It has been suggested that regula-
tions requiring nutrition labeling will
create new arenas of competition by
raising consumer awareness and
stimulating demand for new product
attributes.7 Several studies have dem-
onstrated associations between nutri-
tion label use and more healthful
choices, such as lower fat and sugar
consumption.8-10 Such results clearly
indicate the importance of nutrition
labeling in nutrition education. Some
uncertainty remains, however, about
the effective use of nutrition
labels.1,11-13 A better understanding of
the barriers to nutrition label use is
required in order to stimulate
consumers' interest in food choices
and their use of labels. This better
understanding would also help health
professionals to enhance the
efficiency of nutrition labels used as
a nutrition education tool. Since food
labeling is an international issue,
examples from different countries
would be useful in the context of
nutrition education programs. The
topic has been the focus of particular
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interest in Turkey recently because of
the revision of legal regulations
regarding food and nutrition labeling,
which covers the standardization of
label format, reorganization of health
claims, and the use of guideline daily
amount on labels. However, little is
known about Turkish consumers'
attitudes toward the topic. Therefore,
this paper reports the investigation of
Turkish consumers' use, knowledge,
and perceptions of food and nutrition
labeling, including the examination
of the reasons for non-use of nutrition
labels and consumers' expectations for
effective label use.

METHODS
Study Design and Participants

A cross-sectional survey of 1,536 par-
ticipants was conducted in 26 regions
of Turkey. The number of participants
from each region and the distribution
of population according to sex, age,
and socioeconomic status (SES)
groups in each region were designated
according to 2007 Address Based
Population Register System data and
exhibited attributes representing the
general profile of Turkey.14 Partici-
pants were randomly selected using
computer software and recruited by
visits to their household address. The
inclusion criteria for participants
aged over 18 years was being a mem-
ber of household who had regularly
purchased food and beverages for
their family during the past 2 years;
and for participants aged between 12
and 17 years, it was to be purchasing
food and beverages for themselves at
least twice a week. Only 1 eligible per-
son was recruited per household. This
study was approved by the Food
Codex Committee at the Ministry of
Agriculture and Rural Development
of Turkey, and written consent was
obtained from all participants.

Data Collection

Face-to-face interviews were conduct-
ed by trained university students in
May, 2008 using a validated question-
naire developed by the researchers.
The content validity of the question-
naire was measured by a pilot study
involving 34 participants whowere el-
igible for the study population. Based
on comments and question clarifica-

tions posed by these respondents,
some questions were reworded and re-
sponse options were altered. The fol-
lowing demographic characteristics
were recorded: sex (male, female),
age (years), marital status (single, mar-
ried), education (primary school, high
school, university, postgraduate), oc-
cupation (unemployed, white and
blue collar, trade worker), and socio-
economic status (SES: high, middle,
low). Socioeconomic status was di-
vided into 3 subgroups from high to
low according to the Turkish Associa-
tion of Marketing and Opinion Re-
searchers' classification, which was
developed using a model to determine
SES profiles based on the education
level, occupation, and income of par-
ticipants.15

Theparticipantswere askedhowof-
ten they used 13 different information
sources related to nutrition and
health, and how much confidence
they had in them. Two 5-point Likert
scales (1, very low conferring; 5, very
high conferring; and 1, very low confi-
dence; 5, very high confidence) were
used to identify the user's perceived re-
liability of commonly used informa-
tion sources. A frequency confidence
index (FCI) was calculated as median
confidence value multiplied by the
median frequency value of use. Hence,
FCI identifies the most effective per-
ceived sources of information about
health and nutrition, through
weighted analysis of consumers' fre-
quency of use and confidence in the
sources. Barriers to consumers' trust
of the information contained on food
labels were examined with open-
ended questioning of consumers who
expressed such distrust.

Consumers' levels of interest in
food and nutrition labels was assessed
individually using different survey ap-
proaches. In the first stage, the level of
interest in food labels and their com-
ponents was examined in 2 aspects.
First, a 5-point Likert scale (1, no im-
portance; 2, not important; 3, neither
unimportant nor important; 4, impor-
tant; 5, very important) was used to
evaluate the relative importance of
food labels when consumers pur-
chased products for the first time,
and when they considered products
of known brands. Second, a 3-point
Likert-type scale (1, do not care; 2, nei-
ther care nor not; 3, care) was used to
evaluate the importance of each food

label component for different types
of food and beverages.

In the second stage, the level of in-
terest innutrition labelswas examined
in 5 aspects. First, the percentage of
consumers who checked nutrition la-
bels while purchasing products was
obtained using a 3-point Likert-type
scale (1, never check; 2, sometimes
check; 3, frequently check). Second,
consumers' awareness of terms used
on nutrition labels was determined
by asking whether they had heard
these terms. Also, a 3-point Likert-
type scale (1, unimportant; 2, neither
unimportant nor important; 3, impor-
tant) was used to evaluate the per-
ceived importance of these terms. In
addition to terms, a perceived impor-
tance of several health claims given
on food labels was evaluated using
a 5-point Likert scale (1, very unimpor-
tant; 2, unimportant; 3, neither unim-
portant nor important; 4, important;
5, very important). Third, the per-
ceived importance of the following la-
bel aspects was evaluated: energy and
nutrient values, as well as the recom-
mended amount to be consumed by
a healthy person per day; average daily
nutrient requirements; and percent-
age of daily nutrient requirements
fulfilled by the product. Fourth,
open-ended questions were used to in-
vestigate barriers to nutrition label use
and consumers' expectations about
nutrition labeling. Finally, the use
and understanding of symbols on
food labels were evaluated with open-
ended questions that asked partici-
pants to explain the meaning of 10
symbols commonly used on labels.
The aspects queried in this part were
separate, single-item measures, and
any correlations between them were
not examined.

An expectation-performance map
was developed to assess consumers'
expectations for 14 food labeling cri-
teria that consumers thought were
present on food labels, and their per-
ception as to the extent to which the
food industry meets these expecta-
tions (performance). The criteria
were: statement of energy content of
a pack; statement of nutrient content
of a pack; statement of energy content
of 1 portion; statement of nutrient
content of 1 portion; statement for
percentage of nutrient daily require-
ments provided by the product; state-
ment of maximum consumption
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