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a b s t r a c t

The aim of this study is to examine how perceptions of food quality are explained by demographic and
socio-economic features at the individual level. We analyze data from the 2010 Eurobarometer Special
Survey on Risk Perception. By estimating ordered logit models, we find that women, older and more
educated individuals are more interested about calories, safety and taste. Moreover, parents are more
conscious about price, hunger satisfaction and safety, while managers care more about conviviality.
Manual workers, house-persons and unemployed individuals are especially careful regarding prices.
We also perform a Principal Component Analysis to investigate the unobserved drivers of individual
responses.

� 2015 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

Food quality is generally defined according to three distinct
types: product-oriented, process-oriented and user-oriented
quality (Grunert, 1995). Product-oriented quality refers to those
physical properties of food that can be objectively measured, while
process-oriented quality is related to the characteristics of the
production process.

On the other hand, user-oriented quality refers to the percep-
tions held by consumers, which are harder to measure in a replica-
ble way (Cardello, 1995). User-oriented quality involves various
attitudes about food consumption per se (hunger satisfaction, taste,
appearance) and its convivial aspects. Interestingly, price could be
also considered as a signal of quality, since it is connected with a
personal judgment about whether it is affordable and fair relatively
to what is purchased.

From this point of view, since food preferences about sensory
attributes, convenience and conviviality are the basis of actual
consumption choices, the existing literature has focused on the
individual-level variables that help explain the importance
attached by consumers to different aspects of user-oriented
quality. More precisely, several studies investigate the role played
by gender and age in explaining specific perceptions about food

consumption (Dosman, Adamowicz, & Hrudey, 2001; Kyutoku
et al., 2012; Rappoport, Downey, & Huff-Corzine, 2001; Verbeke,
2005), while other studies are focused on the relationship between
those attitudes and some relevant socio-economic characteristics
of the individual, such as income, educational level, marital status,
household composition, social class and place of residence (De
Boer, Hoogland, & Boersema, 2007; Dosman et al., 2001; Healty,
McCarty, Kearney, & Gibney, 2007; Verbeke, 2005).

The current paper builds upon this literature, providing original
contributions along different lines. First of all, differently from the
previous literature, we do not focus on perceptions about specific
circumstances related to food consumption, but on consumers’
perceptions on food and eating in a more general fashion. On the
other hand, similarly to previous studies, we explain user-
oriented quality as a function of demographic and socio-
economic variables at the individual level.

We do that by using the 2010 Eurobarometer Special Survey on
Risk Perception, which allows us to simultaneously analyze a large
set of psychological factors generally associated to user-oriented
quality. These perceptions refer to hunger satisfaction, spending
time with family and friends, convenience, freshness, taste, calories
and safety.

Second, we take advantage of the fact that the Eurobarometer
database is a statistically representative survey which includes
26,691 citizens of 27 European countries. To our knowledge, this
is actually the largest survey on food perceptions at the individual
level.
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Third, for the first timewe analyze this publicly available dataset
by means of multivariate regression analysis. In fact, to our knowl-
edge, no systematic regression analysis has been performed before,
with the only exception of Vainio, Mäkiniemi, and Paloniemi, 2014,
who focus on the subsample of Finnish respondents.

Summing up, our aim is to assess at the overall EU level the
external validity of previous findings, that are based upon smaller
surveys, whose participants are citizens of specific countries or
cities, and are often asked about specific types of food. The gener-
ality of our approach would thus provide a more robust grounding
to micro-targeted marketing strategies and public awareness
campaigns.

2. Data and methods

2.1. Participants

We use data from the Eurobarometer 73.5 Special Survey on
Risk Perception (European Commission, 2010). A representative
sample of 26,691 individuals of 27 European countries, aged
15 years and above, is considered. Data have been collected by
face-to-face interviews in mother tongue across the 27 European
countries, during June 2010.

The sampled countries are: Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Cyprus,
Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany,
Greece, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg,
Malta, the Netherlands, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Slovenia,
Slovakia, Spain, Sweden and the United Kingdom.

2.2. Dependent variables

We focus on the following question: ‘To what extent do you
associate food and eating with each of the following?’. The six asso-
ciated perceptions of food quality –which we use as dependent
variables– are respectively: (1) ‘Satisfying your hunger’ (Hungeri),
(2) ‘Enjoying a meal with friends or family’ (Convivialityi), (3)
‘Selecting fresh and tasty foods’ (Tastei), (4) ‘Looking for affordable
prices’ (Pricei), (5) ‘Checking calories and nutrients such as fat and
sugar, etc.’ (Caloriesi), and (6) ‘Being concerned about the safety of
food’ (Safetyi). The answer ranges from ‘To a large extent’ to ‘Not at
all’, and they have been recoded in a 1–4 scale where 1 = ‘Not at all’
and 4 = ‘To a large extent’. We exclude from the analysis the
answer ‘Don’t know’.

On average, as shown Table 1, the most important concern of
respondents is taste, while conviviality and hunger satisfaction
rank second and third, respectively. Price is fourth in rank, while
safety and calories are fifth and sixth.

2.3. Respondents’ profile

We extract from the questionnaire some demographic and
socio-economic features of respondents, and create a set of indica-
tor and categorical variables: (i) the gender (Femalei: 1 if she is a
female, 0 otherwise); (ii) the place of residence (Rurali; Smalli and

Largei for rural area, small or large city respectively); (iii) marital
status (Marriedi; Partneri if he/she is single but living with a part-
ner, Singlei;Divorcedi and Widowi); and (iv) the employment status
(Selfemployedi;Manageri;Whitecollari;Manuali if he/she is a manual
worker, Unemployedi;Housepersoni; Studenti;Retiredi).

We also include the age of the respondent (Agei) which is coded
on a 1–4 ordered scale, where a value of 1 is for those who are
between 15 and 24 years old, 2 for those between 25 and 39, 3
for those between 40 and 54, and 4 for respondents aged 55 and
above. The respondent’s self-assessed level in society (Incomei) is
measured on an increasing ½1;10� scale, where 1 stands for the low-
est level and 10 for the highest: because of the lack of an objective
classification of income along a discrete scale of thresholds, we use
this variable as a proxy for household income. The family compo-
sition of the respondent (Childreni) is captured by the number of
children less than 10 years living in the household. This variable
takes on values from 0 (no children) to 4 (four children or more).
The respondent’s education level is measured by years of schooling
(Schoolingi) and frequency of internet use at home (Interneti). In the
case of Schoolingi, a value of zero indicates that the respondent
finished his/her studies till an age of 15, up to a value of three if
he/she finished his/her studies at an age of 26 or more. Interneti
ranges from 1 (never) to 7 (everyday).

Summary statistics of these variables are reported in Tables 2
and 3.

The majority of respondents are women (53.91%), while the
median age group is the one between 40 and 54 years. The median
number of children is zero (80.54% of respondents have no children
below 10 years old). Respondents mostly live in rural areas or in a
small town, while only 28.26% live in a large city. Most of respon-
dents are married (52.33%), but there is a sizeable proportion of

Table 1
Summary statistics: dependent variables.

Mean Median Std. Dev. Min Max Obs

Hungeri 3.31 3 0.73 1 4 26,569
Convivialityi 3.42 4 0.69 1 4 26,562
Tastei 3.55 4 0.62 1 4 26,597
Pricei 3.29 3 0.75 1 4 26,577
Caloriesi 2.64 3 0.99 1 4 26,568
Safetyi 3.12 3 0.84 1 4 26,565

Table 2
Summary statistics: indicator variables.

Proportion

Gender
Femalei 53.91

Place of residence
Rurali 35.90
Smalli 35.68
Largei 28.26

Marital status
Marriedi 52.33
Partneri 9.94
Singlei 19.02
Divorcedi 7.44
Widowi 9.48

Occupational status
Selfemployedi 7.11
Manageri 10.15
Whitecollari 11.19
Manuali 19.94
Housepersoni 6.99
Unemploymenti 8.38
Retiredi 27.93
Studenti 8.30

Table 3
Summary statistics: categorical variables.

Mean Median Std. Dev. Min Max Obs

Agei 2.89 3 1.05 1 4 26,691
Incomei 5.64 5 1.83 1 11 26,691
Childreni 0.28 0 0.65 0 4 26,691
Schoolingi 2.03 2 0.75 0 3 26,200
Interneti 4.51 6 2.52 1 7 26,691
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