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Abstract

Food labeling significantly helps consumers to make informed food choices.
Considering the importance of nutrition knowledge for using food labels and making
dietary decisions, the opinion of consumers on the usage of nutritional information as part
of food advertising was investigated. Based on information collected via an online survey
of 183 participants in the Republic of North Macedonia, this study provided consumers'
perceptions and attitudes regarding food safety, brand influence, health claims, and label
comprehensibility. Results of the survey indicated that while a significant percentage of
respondents (48.9%) understood health claims, only 26.8% were familiar with the Nutri-
Score labeling system. Brand recognition was high (96.1%), with 68.3% associating
brand with product quality. Also, concerns about food safety were prevalent, with 64.8%
expressing doubts about the safety of food products available at the national market.
Another worrying outcome is understanding food labels, since more than half of
respondents (58.8%) stated that the labels are not entirely comprehended. This study
demonstrated the need for improvement of the public education on labeling systems,
enhanced food safety measures, and stated apparent and more readable food labels,
ultimately promoting appropriate food choices and ensuring consumer protection in the

Republic of North Macedonia.
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Introduction

In the 21% century, marketing plays an integral role in industries and enables them
to grow economically. The food sector is a challenging business where ethical standards
must always be maintained and several strategies are implemented for successful food
product marketing (Martinho, 2020). One critical aspect is the adaptation to local market
demands and competitive environments. This includes understanding consumer
preferences, cultural differences, and local regulations. For instance, a study of Kwon et
al. (2021), emphasized the importance of tailoring marketing strategies to meet the
specific needs and expectations of different international markets to achieve success.

The modern consumer is faced with a vast selection of food products and therefore
needs to have access to accurate and correct information to make the right choice
according the needs is essential. Throughout the world, there is a need to prevent
deceptive sales practices and to inform consumers on the actual quantity and quality of
foods. Preventing misinformation is a fundamental principle of labeling policies,
established to protect the health of consumers and to ensure fair practices in food trade
(WHO, 2022). Nutrition information labeling is a description intended to inform the
consumer about the nutritional properties of the food. Nutrition facts on the label provide
detailed information about the nutrient content of the food and allow the consumer to
compare the nutritional value of similar food products and make convenient choice
(Shamim et al., 2020). A nutritional data label simplifies the choosing of appropriate foods
and can also assist in comparing similar products to determine which is a healthier choice
(Viola et al., 2016). Food labels are increasingly used to inform consumers about the
health and safety aspects of food products, as well as the environmental, technical, and
socioeconomic conditions of their production (Hawkes, 2008). Among the most important
information to read on the labels when purchasing the product are: expiry date, list of
ingredients, nutritional information, recommended serving size and presence of allergens
(Regulation (EU) 1169/2011).

Reading food labels is a form of nutrition education itself. For that reason, several
different front-of-pack labels have been adopted in the past and classified according to an

EU taxonomy on the basis of their informative and directive strengths, as “nutrient-
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specific labels” and “summary labels” (Mazzu et al., 2022). The NOVA system is widely
used worldwide as a method to classify foods according to their degree of processing and
to predict the risk of developing chronic non-communicable diseases (Elizabeth et al.,
2020). In the past few years, a number of European countries have also implemented the
Nutri-Score, a colored five-graded indicator which displays the total nutritional value of
a food, excluding unprocessed foods consisting of a single commodity such as a piece of
fruit (Pitt et al., 2023). In the Republic of North Macedonia, the basic legal act in this area
is the Law for Food Safety (Law for Food Safety, Official Gazzette of the Republic of
MacedoniaNe 123/2015) and the by-laws and regulations arising from it. According to
these acts correct front-of-pack nutrition labeling is mandatory. However, the NOVA
methodologies are not implemented yet. Some investigators in this area suggested that
the most suitable front-of-pack nutrition labeling to motivate consumers to make healthier
food choices is a five-color label since it is an easily interpretive label with a minimal
cognitive load (Goiana-da-Silva et al., 2021; Pitt et al., 2023). Conversely, a thorough by-
country investigation involving 20 different countries and 4650 respondents found that
nutrient-specific labels, like the NutrInform Battery (shows the percentage of the
individual portion’s energy, fat, saturated fat, sugar and salt toward the recommended
daily intake), are more subjectively understood and liked than Nutri-Score as a summary
label (He et al., 2023). There is a lack of information about consumers’ opinion regarding
implementation and use of novel labeling approaches in the Republic of North
Macedonia. Therefore, it is very important to examine current knowledge and opinion
regarding food labels and nutritional information in relation to food advertising among
Macedonian consumers in order to improve the manner of communicating nutrition

information to consumers.
Materials and methods

An online questionnaire composed of 11 questions was created in order to obtain
objective data about the impact of nutritional information and labels on consumers in their

choice of food products. The survey included 183 participants, 70 men and 113 women,

each allowed to complete the questionnaire only once. Out of total number of the
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participants, 76 were over 46 years old, and 97 were between the ages of 26 and 46.
Herein, the respondents were required to answer the following questions: familiarity with
the term health claims, familiarity with the term Nutri-Score, brand awareness and
recognition, influence of the brand on product purchases, opinion on the safety of foods
in the Republic of North Macedonia, opinion on the quality of Macedonian products,
opinion on the understandability of food labels, awareness of false advertising, familiarity
with the food regulations in Republic of North Macedonia and awareness of their legal

rights as customers.

Results and discussion

Consumer perceptions regarding the impact of nutritional information and labeling
on dietary decision making in the Republic of North Macedonia were assayed. In order
to identify relevant strategies for improving food labeling and marketing, the study
assessed consumers' knowledge, comprehension, and perception of food labels and
nutrition information. Furthermore, by outlining future trends in this sector, we attempted
to comprehend customer attitudes regarding food safety, brand influence, and the efficacy
of the current food labeling requirements. Responses of the conducted survey are
summarized in Table 1. The findings could address necessary activities to enhance food
labeling practices and consumer education in view of promoting healthier food choices

and ensuring consumer protection.

Table 1.

The massive increase in the number of food products rises the need, in addition to
mandatory information, to display health or nutritional claims on the labels, which must
be in accordance with accepted nutritional and health principles. Since these claims are a
large part of product advertising, they must be understandable and clear, and government
institutions must ensure the declaration of accurate and evidence-based (Ashwell et al.,
2023). Significant percentage (48.9%) of respondents knew the meaning of health claims,

while 18.1% were not familiar. A small percentage of respondents were familiar with the
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term Nutri-Score (26.8%) and more than third of the respondents have never heard this
term (36.1%). This indicates a need for increased public education on newer labeling
systems such as Nutri-Score, which has been shown to effectively guide consumers
toward healthier food choices (Dréano-Trécant, 2020).

As can be expected, vast majority of the respondents (96.1%) knew what brand or
trademark of a product represents and not surprisingly everyone agreed that the brand is
of considerable importance when choosing to buy a certain product as it indicates the
quality of the food. Out of the total number of respondents, 68.3% considered that the
brand is closely related to the quality of a certain product and only 15 respondents
disagreed with this statement (8.2%). The fact that about 64.8% of respondents declared
that they have doubts about the safety of food offered at the market in the Republic of
North Macedonia indicates urgent need to enhance the safety measures and to strengthen
the control of the final product including both food industry and food authorities. Only
23.1% believed that the food is safe, while 12.1% of respondents completely disagreed
with this statement. Surprisingly positive is that many respondents (67.8) have shown
positive attitude and trust toward the quality of Macedonian products, which is
p
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According to the opinion of 58.8% of the respondents the current information
provided on the food product labels is partially understandable and clear. This seems to
suggest that food labels need to be changed in a way that will make them easier for people
of all ages to understand. It is concerning that 61.3% of respondents are aware of and
have observed deceptive product promotion, indicating a demand for further regulation
in this domain. Relatively high percentage (60.8%) of the respondents were familiar with
food regulations in the Republic of North Macedonia and 48.9% indicated that they are
familiar with consumer rights, conditions, and methods of consumer protection.
Consumers are more conscious of the impact that product labels have, as it can be seen
by the research that was done and the findings that were presented. They understand the
importance of nutritional information and how it influences the foods they choose to

purchase and eat.

Figure 1.

The most important influencing factors in purchasing food products among
Macedonian consumers are presented on Figure 1. Upon thorough analysis of the research
findings (Fig. 1), it can be concluded that the quality, the price, the nutritional value of
food as well as experience and opinion of other consumers are important factors
influencing the selection in food purchasing. Moreover, it is evident that the brand is also
enrolled in food purchasing for most respondents, and they exhibit a preference for
Macedonian products (Table 1).

Finally, regardless of the brand or country of origin of foods, consumers expressed
a belief that nutritional information will be used more readily if it is comprehended and
straightforward, reflecting the main nutritional features without overwhelming and
sometimes fraudulent marketing elements. Meijer et al. (2021) reported that increasing
number of label elements may not contribute to effective food labeling. This review
pointed out the importance of global harmonization in the use of food labeling features.
Kliemann et al. (2018) discussed nutrition labelling legislation regarding serving size and
the implications of declared serving size on packaged foods concluded that standard

format for presenting serving size on food labels is required to provide clear nutrition
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information to the consumer. Hence, convenient, memory-friendly approaches like the
five-graded colored system or pictorial explanations of quantities that indicate little or a

lot of the nutrient, can facilitate comprehension and make food labels simple to use.

Conclusion

When selecting food products and creating an initial impression of the product,
labels are essential. Thus, encouraging packaging, effective branding, and the use of
validated health and nutritional claims are all goals for manufacturers to strive for.
Educating consumers on the value of nutritional information on packaging and food
quality is one of the most important marketing objectives for manufacturers, as it will
ultimately assist consumers in selecting the most suitable products for their needs.
According to this survey, respondents pay significant attention to food quality during their
purchases, but they also have concerns about the safety of food marketed in the Republic
of North Macedonia. Further efforts to improve nutritional information and labels in
conjunction with food advertising are required considering the significance of these
responses and the majority of respondents’ declaration that food labels are either partially
or difficult to understand.
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Yes No Partially agree/I don’t know
Are you familiar with the 48.9% 18.1% 33%
term health claims?
Are you familiar with the 26.8% 36.1% 37.2%
term Nutri-Score?
Are you familiar with the 96.7% 2.2% 1.1%
term brand/trademark?
Is your decision 100%
influenced by the brand?
Is the brand recognition 68.3% 8.2% 23.5%
important for food
quality?
Is the food in our country 23.2% 12.1% 64.8%
safe?
Do you think that 67.8% 7.1% 25.1%
domestic food products
are of good quality?
Are for you nutrition 25.8% 15.4% 58.8%
labels understandable?
Have you noticed false 61.3% 16% 22.7%
advertising of food?
Are you familiar with 60.8% 8.8% 30.4%
food regulations in our
country?
Are you informed of your 31.7% 19.4% 48.9%

legal rights as a

customer?
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Fig. 1. The most important influencing factors in purchasing food products among
Macedonian consumers.
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Pe3nme

HyrputuBHuTe HHGOPMAMU U eTHKETH BO PYHKIHja HA PeKIAMUPaHETO Ha
XpaHaTa: aHKeTa Ha MaKeJOHCKHTE MOTPOLIYyBAYH

Cyszana Atanacosuk!, Ana Mapuja Kysmanoscka?, Tama Ilerpecka MBanoscka?,

3opan Crepjes?, Katepnna AnueBcka HetkoBcka?*

L4nmexa Ilpo Bumanuc, 11-mu Oxmomepu 45,
1300 Kymanoso, Penyonuxa Cesepna Maxedonuja
2apmayesmcxu Paxynmem, Yuusepsumem Ce. Kupun u Memoouj Cxonje,
Majxa Tepesa 47, 1000 Cronje, Penyoauxa Cesepna Maxedonuja

Kayunu 360poBu: HyTpUTHUBHU HUH(OpPMAIIMK, HYTPUTUBHU €THKETH, PEKIIaMUpambe Ha

XpaHa, MepLeniifja Ha MOTPOITyBauNTe

O3HauyBamkEeTO Ha XpaHaTa 3Hau4ajHO UM IIoMara Ha MOTPOILyBaYnTe 3a €(PUKACHO
KOPHCTEHE€ Ha HYTPUTUBHUTE HH(POpPMALMU 3a Ja HampaBaT COOABETEH u300p.
Kopucrewero Ha HYTPUTUBHHMTE E€TUKETH U JOHECYBAaHETO OJJIYKHM 3a HMCXpaHaTra ce
3aCHOBA Ha 3HACHETO Ha MOTPOILYBAYUTE 3a UCXpaHaTa U 3aT0a € BaKHO Jla CE UCTpaXkar
HUBHHUTE CTaBOBM M pa3MHUCIyBama 33 HYTPUTUBHUTE HH(OpPMAIMM Kako el Of
peKiiaMupameTo Ha XpaHata. OBOj TpyA I'M IpUKa)xyBa MUCIIemara Ha 183 ucnutanunum
Bo PenyOnuka CeBepHa Makenonuja 3a 6e30en1HOCTa Ha XpaHara, pa3OHMpIMBOCTAa Ha
€TUKETHUTE, 3PaBCTBEHUTE TBPICHA, KaKO W BIMJaHHMETO Ha OpeHJO0T NHpU H300pOT.
Pesynrarure on aHkerara MokakyBaaT JeKa 3HauaeH Opoj ucnutaHuuu (48,9%) ru
pa3bupaar 31paBCTBEHHTE TBpACHA, a camo 26,8% ce 3alo3HaeHH CO CHUCTEMOT 3a
o3HauyBame Nutri-Score. [Ipeno3znarnuBocta Ha O6peHaoT Oemie Bucoka (96,1%), nmpu
mTo 68,3% 01 ICIUTAaHUITUTE TO TTOBP3yBaaT OPEHIOT CO KBAIMTETOT Ha MPOU3BoA0T. Kaj
rojJieM JIeN TPEeoBIaayBa 3arprKEHOCT 3a 0e30emHocTa Ha XpaHara, npu mrTo 64,8%
u3pa3yBaal COMHEBame 3a 0e30eqHOCTa Ha NMpexpaHOEHUTE MPOU3BOAU JOCTAIIHU Ha
MaKeJOHCKHOT Ta3ap. 3arpuKyBa ¥ MOAATOKOT LITO 3HayaeH Opoj ucnutanuuu (58,8%)
OJITOBOpUJIE JIeKa HYTPUTHUBHUTE €TUKETH Ce AeTyMHO pa3oupiauBu. OTTyKa Ipou3JeryBa
noTpeda o1 moI0OpeHa eayKalja 3a CHCTEMHUTE 32 €THKETHPAkhEe, KOPUCTEHE M0jacHU

eTHKETH, KaKO M 3aCWJICHM MEpKH 3a 0e30eJHOCT Ha XpaHara, IITO K€ NPOMOBHpa
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COOZIBETEH M300p Ha XpaHa OPHEHTHPAH CIIOpe] MOTpeOUTe Ha CEKOj MOTPOIIyBad U

BOEIIHO Ke 00e30enu HuBHA 3amTuTa Bo Pemyonuka CeBepHa Makenonuja.
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