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Glossary of Terms 

Research Terms 

 
Quantitative Research: Research conducted in order to gain a numeric understanding 
among survey participants.  
 
Base: Each chart contains a base from which the percentages are calculated. These are 
the number of people who respond to a particular question. This forms the basis from 
which the findings were based.  
 
Margin of Error: The margin of error for a random sample is the expected degree of error 
variance within a sample. Every sample will have a margin of error. The larger the sample 
size the lower the margin of error. When examining within test groups of a sample the 
margin of error will increase due to a lower sample size. 
 
Statistically Significant: When a ‘significant difference’ is referred to in the report a 
significance test was conducted and the majority of results produce a significant difference 
at the 95% confidence level or higher.  
 
Mean: The mean is the sum of all values divided by the total number of values in a data 
set.  
 
Social Class: The occupation of the chief income earner for the household was recorded 
and categorised into social class. More specifically, A is Upper Middle Class; B is Middle 
Class; C1 is Lower Middle Class; C2 is Skilled Working Class; D is Other Working Class; 
E is Casual Workers and those dependent on welfare. Farmers are classified as F1 and 
F2, F1 being farmers who farm more than 50 acres, F2 being those with smaller farms, 
i.e. 50 acres or less.  
 
Terms Specific to this research  
 
Front of Pack Food Label: Refers to food label information provided on the front of food 
packs. The purpose of front of pack food labelling is to allow consumer to determine at a 
glance the level of specific nutrients within the products they purchase.  
 
Guideline Daily Amount (GDA): The GDA scheme provides numerical information on 

actual amounts of key nutrients and relates this information to GDAs using percentages 

and/or bar charts. This system is based on the estimated average requirements for men 

and women aged 19 – 50 years of healthy weight and fitness. The GDA labels used in this 

research detail the levels of fat, saturated fat, sugar and salt in the products in question.  

 
Monochrome GDA: Refers to a food label that presents the GDA information in two 
colours. The monochrome GDA label used in this research displays the amount of 
fat/saturated fat/sugar and salt per 30g serve and the percentage of each nutrient in 
relation to an adult’s guideline daily amount.    
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Traffic Light/GDA Hybrid System. Traffic light colour coding is where key nutrients such 

as  fat, saturated fat, sugar and salt are ranked and colour coded as either high (red) 

medium(amber) or low (green) based on nutrient cut off points. The Hybrid system or 

combined system includes the GDA system with the added interpretive element on the 

key nutrients by using colour and words as a guide to whether the levels of nutrients are 

high – red, medium - amber or low - green. Figures are shown based on a 30g serve. 
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I. Background to the Research 

 

The variety and choice of packaged foods available in supermarkets is vast and it has 

become increasingly difficult to make healthy food choices. Knowing what nutrients are 

contained in foods is vital not just for those already diagnosed with high blood pressure, 

cardiovascular disease, cancer, obesity  and diabetes but it as important for maintaining 

good health and preventing problems developing. 

 

Food labelling aims to deliver clear and informative general food and nutrition information 

on all packaged food products.  Different countries across Europe use different food 

labelling systems. To standardise food labelling across Member States the European 

Commission has published a proposal for a Regulation on the provision of food 

information to consumers (i.e. the new food labelling regulation) on January 30th 2008. A 

key component is to include proposals on nutrition labelling to provide information to 

consumers in a clear, consistent and evidence-based way to support health conscious 

food choices. Essentially key nutrients such as fat, saturated fat, salt and sugar would be 

presented on the front of pack as a percentage of a portion of the food or per 100g or 

100ml. 

 

In line with European Commission and Parliament procedure, the Environment, Public 

Health and Food Safety (ENVI) Committee has responsibility for this proposal and 

consulted with other relevant committees, e.g. Agriculture and Internal Market 

committees. Finally with key amendments proposed, the final vote by MEPS on the 

Regulations and Amendments took place at a Plenary session on June 16th 2010. 

 

One area of intense debate has been Front of Pack food labelling. The regulations 

propose mandatory nutritional information on the front of every packaged food item. The 

argument for Front of Pack labelling is that consumers can clearly see at a glance 

information on key nutrients of the products they purchase.  

 

Already several voluntary schemes exist e.g. Traffic Light System; Guideline Daily 

Amounts (GDAs) and in terms of the Regulations these were the two systems being 

considered: 
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Guideline Daily Amounts (GDA) 

The GDA scheme provides numerical information on actual amounts of key nutrients and 

relates this information to GDAs using percentages and/or bar charts. This system was 

developed by the Institute of Grocery Distribution (UK) and is based on the estimated 

average requirements for men and women aged 19 – 50 years of healthy weight and 

fitness. This scheme has been in Ireland for some time. A sample of the proposed food 

label system is shown below; 

  

Traffic Light System 

The system gives an interpretive element on key nutrients by using colour and words as a 

guide to whether the levels of nutrients are high – red, medium - amber or low - green. 

Traffic Light labelling could be combined with GDA as a hybrid label as was successfully 

applied on a pilot basis in the UK led by the Food Standards Agency.   

 

 

This system was supported and advocated by the public health and consumer lobby 

including  the European Heart Network, European Public Health Alliance and BEUC – the 

European Consumers Association and subsequently other health organisations. 

 
The outcome of the vote on in the EU Parliament last June was in favour of Guideline 

Daily Amounts (GDAs) as the mandatory Front of Pack labelling. In addition a proposal in 

the Regulations for national schemes whereby countries could maintain existing Front of 

Pack schemes or possibly introduce new schemes in addition to the GDA system, was 

voted against by MEPs.  
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There is still ongoing consideration of the Regulations and much discussion and debate 

on Front of Pack labelling with a proposal on front of pack labelling being prepared by the 

Belgian Presidency for vote by the EU Council of Ministers in December 2010. It is not 

clear what at this time is being proposed.  

 

 

 Aims of the Research 

 

In light of previous international studies1, the Irish Heart Foundation, the National Youth 

Council of Ireland and the Irish Cancer Society wished to test two of food label systems 

which have been the discussion and debate between industry, public health and 

consumers: the GDA system accepted by MEPS last June and the system with traffic light 

colours with the words high, medium and low combined with the GDA format. The GDA 

system has been available on many products on Irish supermarket shelves, whereas the 

traffic light colour coded GDA is not widely available. 

 

The purpose of the test is to determine the following; 

 Which food label system consumers interpret correctly? 

 Which food label system consumers find easier to use. 

 Which system consumers would like to use in the future. 

 Which system allows consumers to correctly determine the health of a product? 

 How quickly health can be determined using the different labelling systems. 

 

Results from the research are examined in three distinct sections: 

 

Part 1            This section gives a general understanding of usage and attitudes to  

                       food labels, familiarity with front of pack labelling and ease of understanding  

                      nutritional information on food products. 

Part 2             This section relates to the product test. A full description of how the product  

            test was conducted is given in the Methodology section of this document. 

                                                 
1
 http://www.food.gov.uk/news/newsarchive/2009/may/pmp;  

http://heapro.oxfordjournals.org/cgi/content/abstract/dap012 
http://www.foodwatch.de/kampagnen__themen/ampelkennzeichnung/vergleich_ampel___gda/index_ger.html 

http://www.cancercouncil.com.au/html/prevention/healthyeating/downloads/foodlabelling_frontofpack_surve

yreport.pdf 

 

http://www.food.gov.uk/news/newsarchive/2009/may/pmp
http://heapro.oxfordjournals.org/cgi/content/abstract/dap012
http://www.foodwatch.de/kampagnen__themen/ampelkennzeichnung/vergleich_ampel___gda/index_ger.html
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Part 3            This section relates to the GDA with colour food label system in order to  

                      determine what impact the words high/medium/low have in relation to the  

                      understanding of the food label. Also this section details what consumers  

                      understand the colours red, orange/amber and green to mean in relation to  

                      the level of nutrients within a product.   

 

II. Research Methodology & Sample 

 

In order to address the key objectives of the research RED C interviewed a representative 

sample of grocery shoppers on exit of grocery stores at various locations. The survey is 

based on main grocery shoppers and this group of people are assumed to be frequent 

purchasers of packaged food.  

 

Key specifics of the research approach are detailed below:  

 

1. Face to Face interviewing conducted on exit of grocery stores at various locations. 

2. 400 interviews conducted in total.  

3. Interviews were quota controlled in order to represent the known profile of main 

grocery shoppers. 

4. A total of 2 different label systems were included in the test. 

5. Each label system was applied on 3 different product categories – cereals, crisps, 

lasagne.  

6. Each respondent was shown one label system, 2 different product categories and 

4 products in total. For each product category shown, a healthy versus an less 

healthy version of the product was tested. An example of the test completed by 

one respondent is given below 

 

Respondent 1 tested a healthier version of cereal versus a less healthy version of cereal 

using the monochrome GDA label.  
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This respondent then went onto test another product category, again using the 

monochrome GDA label.  

 

Important Points to Note 

 One person only ever tested one food label system on the products – this avoids 

confusion between one respondent reading two different label systems. 

 One person only tested two categories. 

 One person tested a healthier version product against a less healthy version 

product. 

 The relative healthiness in the monochrome and colour coded GDA healthy option 

products were mocked up to be the same. This was also the case in the 

unhealthier version products. 

 

The specific reason for conducting the product tests are as follows; 

 

 Determine the ability of shoppers to correctly identify healthier option products by 

reading the information on the different food label systems. 

 Speed at which determination of health can be made. 

 Determining level of difficulty in understanding the information presented on the 

different food label systems. 

 Determine the ability of each system to help shoppers correctly identify levels of 

fat, saturated fat, sugar and salt within each product. 

 Likelihood to use different food label systems in the future 
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A strict rotation procedure was applied within the survey to ensure that each label, each 

product and the healthy versus the less healthy versions of products had equal 

representation in the sample.  

 

The total number of tests per label system and category is detailed in the table below.  

Labels System Product per label system 

Monochrome 200 Crisps 133 

Colour 200 Cereal 133 

  
Lasagne 133 

TOTAL 400 
 

400 

 

Fieldwork was conducted across the following range of grocery stores.  

8 Stores Number of Interviews Per Store 

Superquinn – Bray 49 

Superquinn – Crumlin 49 

Superquinn – Lucan 49 

Lidl – Sligo 51 

Lidl – Athlone 51 

Dunnes – Athlone 51 

Dunnes – Sligo 53 

Dunnes – Rathmines 42 

TOTAL 400 

 

Grocery stores were chosen that represented a broad spectrum of social classes.  

 

Fieldwork was conducted from 16th September – 26th September 2010.  

 

The margin of error on a sample of 400 is +/- 5%. 
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Executive Summary 

 

Part 1 Usage of Food Labels 

• Over 2 in 3 main grocery shoppers claim they occasionally or more often look at 

food labels that display information in relation to fat, sugar, salt and other nutrients 

of the products they purchase. 

• Over half of those using food labels are most likely to use back of pack information 

to determine the nutritional content of the product in question.  

• 1 in 4 grocery shoppers are most likely to use front of pack labelling to look for 

nutritional information.  

• Over 4 in 5 claim they find it very easy or quite easy to understand the nutritional 

information on food products.   

• When shown a picture prompt of the two label formats, 55% of grocery shoppers 

claimed that the traffic light colour-code GDA label was more informative regarding 

nutritional content compared to the 29% who favoured the monochrome GDA food 

label.  

• Those claiming that colour coded GDA was more informative say so because they 

find this label clearer and easier to understand, use of colour and the words 

high/medium and low significantly impacted on preference for this label. 

• Those claiming that monochrome GDA was more informative say so because they 

find this label clearer and easier to understand and they are familiar with this label 

system.  

 

Part 2 Product Test  

• Grocery shoppers considered that colour coded GDA was easier to use when 

determining the health of the products versus respondents who tested using the 

monochrome GDA food label.  

• Those determining health using the colour coded GDA system did so with the aid 

of colour and use of the words high/medium/low while also comparing the grams 

per nutrient 

• Those determining health using the monochrome GDA system did so by 

comparing the grams and percentages per nutrient. 
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• Consumers were significantly more likely to claim they found the information on 

the GDA colour coded system easy to use. 

• Consumers were significantly more likely to claim that they could compare the 

health of products at a glance using the GDA with colour label versus the 

monochrome label.  

• Also consumers were significantly more likely to claim that they are likely to use 

the colour coded GDA system in the future that the monochrome GDA.  

• When determining the correct level of fat, saturated fat, sugar and salt in the 

various products in the test those using the colour coded GDA label were 

significantly more likely to determine the correct level of each of these nutrients.  

• However when presented with the healthier and less healthy products in the test, 

under the two different label systems, both systems performed to the same level in 

the correct determination of health.  

• Approximately 59% of those testing monochrome GDA and colour coded GDA 

correctly identified the healthier version products in the test.  

   

Part 3 Prompted Understanding of GDA Colour Food Labels 

• 4 in 5 grocery shoppers claim that the colours used on the colour GDA food label 

help in their understanding of the nutritional content of a product.  

• However confusion exists in relation to the meaning of the colours red and green 

on a food label where the words high, medium and low are deleted.  

• Over 1 in 3 incorrectly believes that red means that there is a low level of nutrients 

in a product.  

• Over 1 in 3 incorrectly believes that green means a high level of nutrients in a 

product. 

• 4 in 5 grocery shoppers claim that the use of the words high/medium/low in 

association with the colour code helps in the determination of the nutritional 

content of a product 

• Generally consumer awareness of Guideline Daily Amounts is high with almost 4 

in 5 main grocery shoppers making this claim. 

• The majority of shoppers who are familiar with GDA incorrectly think that GDA 

means your daily allowance of a nutrient rather than the upper limit of a nutrient for 

that day.  

 

 



15 

 

 

Key Conclusions 

 

The research states that shoppers are significantly more likely to find the colour coded 

GDA label with the inclusion of the words high, medium and low, more informative, easier 

to use in the comparison of health, easier to determine health at a glance and more likely 

to use in the future than the monochrome food label.  

 

Shoppers were more likely to correctly determine the level of fat, saturated fat, sugar and 

salt in the majority of products tested using the colour coded GDA system than shoppers 

using the monochrome GDA label.  

 

A product test was conducted in order to determine if shoppers correctly identified the 

healthier and less healthy versions of the products in the test using each front of pack 

food label system. The test results concluded no significant difference existed between 

the monochrome GDA and colour-coded GDA food labels used. 

 

Confusion exists in relation to the meaning of the colours green and red regarding level of 

nutrients when the words high, medium and low are removed from the colour coded GDA 

label.  This could potentially be explained by the lack of familiarity of this label format in 

the Irish market and therefore the lack of any information or promotion of this format as 

has been implemented in support of the GDA label. 
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Part A 

~ Usage of Food Labels~ 

 

A.1 Usage of Any Food Labels  

  

Chart 1.1 details the frequency shoppers use any food labels.  Grocery shoppers were 

asked how frequently, if at all, they look at food labels that display information in relation 

to the fat, sugar, salt content as well as content of other nutrients of the products they 

purchase. 

Chart 1.1: Frequency of using any food labels  

 

 

Chart 1.1 shows that over 52% of main grocery shoppers use food labels on products 

always or often. Usage of food labels is highest among females as well as higher social 

classes. 20% of shoppers claim that they never use any food labels, while a further 9% 

rarely use food labels. 



17 

 

Chart 1.2 illustrates where grocery shoppers are most likely to look for nutritional 

information on products, among those shoppers who claim to read this information. The 

options given in the chart below were read out to shoppers and they were asked to pick 

which one option was most relevant to them.   

 

Chart 1.2: Where most likely to look for nutritional information on products 

 

 

 

More than half of shoppers who read nutritional information on labels, are most likely to 

look at the back of pack for nutritional information – with an even spread across 

demographics. 1 in 4 or 26% claim to look at the front of pack labelling. Usage of front of 

pack is higher among females and those in higher social classes. 1 in 5 claim to use side 

of pack most often. 
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Chart 1.3 examines how easy grocery shoppers believe it is to understand the nutritional 

information that is displayed on food products they purchase. Shoppers answered this 

question on a five point scale where 5 is very easy and 1 is very difficult.  

 

 Chart 1.3: Ease of understanding information on food products 

 

 

 

Chart 1.3 shows over 4 in 5 believe it is either quite easy or very easy to understand the 

information currently displayed on food products. This is driven by grocery shoppers who 

are males, and also those aged between 18-34.There is no difference across social 

classes in terms of understanding the information displayed on food products.  

A small proportion agreed that they find it difficult to understand the nutritional information 

on food products – almost 1 in 10 of all grocery shoppers. 
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Chart 1.4 looks at the comparison between two food labelling systems. Prior to the actual 

test, shoppers were shown a picture prompt of the monochrome GDA food labelling 

system as well as the colour GDA system as shown below and not on product. They were 

then asked to indicate which of the two food labelling systems they deemed to be the 

more informative regarding nutritional content. A copy of the picture prompts shown at this 

question is included in the chart below. 

 

Chart 1.4: Food labelling system deemed more informative 

 

 

 

Chart 1.4 indicates that shoppers found the GDA with colour label to be significantly more 

informative regarding the nutritional content of products. 55% claimed they believed colour 

GDA to be more informative, which was primarily driven by those aged 45+. 29% believed 

the Monochrome GDA food labelling system was easier to understand, with 18-34 year 

olds and ABC1’s more likely to agree. Just over 1 in 10 claim that both food labelling 

systems were equally as easy to use. 
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Chart 1.5 explains why grocery shoppers claimed each food labelling system was easier 

to use, as stated in Chart 1.4.  Shoppers were not prompted at this question.  

 

Chart 1.5: Reasons why each food labelling system is easier to use  

 

 

 

Chart 1.5 illustrates, that of the 29% who found the monochrome GDA easier to use, the 

primary reason cited was that it was simply clearer, easier to understand. 1 in 5 claim to 

be familiar with this system, which has most likely influenced the preference for this 

system.  

 

Of the 55% who claim the colour-coded GDA food label is easier to use, the primary 

reason cited is also that this label is clearer, easier to understand. However, the use of 

colour appears to be a key driver in terms of why the GDA with colour system is easier to 

use, with 45% claiming this. The use of words high/medium/low also comes through as a 

differentiator, with 14% claiming this made it easier to use the GDA with colour food 

labelling system.  
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Part B 
~ Product Test ~ 

 

 

B.1 Product Test 

 

Chart 2.1 displays the results of the tests conducted on cereals over the two different label 

systems. Monochrome GDA results are displayed on the left, colour coded GDA results 

are displayed on the right. The tests conducted were between a healthier and an 

unhealthier version of cereal.  The level of fat, saturated fat, sugar and salt was made to 

be higher in the less healthy products in order to determine if shoppers were able to 

identify the healthier option products using the label system. There was no time limit on 

how long respondents took to answer this question. 

 

Chart 2.1: Comparative Testing of Cereals to Determine Healthier Option 

 

 

 

Chart 2.1 states that shoppers are equally likely to correctly identify the healthier option 

cereal using the monochrome GDA label versus the colour coded GDA system. In 

summary no one food label system was found to be better able to determine health as no 

significant difference exists in the test result.    
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Chart 2.2 shows the results of the tests conducted on crisps over the two different label 

systems. Monochrome GDA results are displayed on the left, colour coded GDA results 

are displayed on the right. The tests conducted were between a healthier and a less 

healthy version of crisps.  The level of fat, saturated fat, sugar and salt was made to be 

higher in the less healthy products in order to determine if shoppers were able to identify 

the healthier option products using the label system.  

 

Chart 2.2: Comparative Testing of Crisps to Determine Healthier Option 

 

 

 

Chart 2.2 states that shoppers are equally likely to correctly identify the healthier option 

crisps using the monochrome GDA label versus using the colour coded GDA system. 

Those testing the monochrome GDA label achieved a 54% correct identification level 

while those testing the colour coded GDA label achieved a 62% correct identification level. 

The difference between these two percentages is not statistically significant based on the 

sample sizes used.  
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Chart 2.3, similar to Chart 2.1 and 2.2, shows the results of the tests conducted on 

lasagne over the two different label systems. Monochrome GDA results are displayed on 

the left, colour coded GDA results are displayed on the right. The tests conducted were 

between a healthier and a less healthy version of lasagne.  The level of fat, saturated fat, 

sugar and salt was made to be higher in the less healthy products in order to determine if 

shoppers were able to identify the healthier option products using the label system.  

 

Chart 2.3: Comparative Testing of Lasagne to Determine Healthier Option 

 

   

 

Chart 2.3 states that shoppers are equally likely to correctly identify the healthier option 

lasagne using the monochrome GDA label versus the colour coded GDA system. Those 

testing the monochrome GDA label achieved a 60% correct identification level while those 

testing the colour coded GDA label achieved a 56% correct identification level. The 

difference between these two percentages is not statistically significant based on the 

sample sizes used.  
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Chart 2.4 details the ease of use of each label when evaluating the health levels of the 

products in the test. Shoppers were asked to rate how easy they felt it was to compare the 

health levels between the healthier version products and the less healthy version 

products. The chart below shows the results for the monochrome GDA label on the left 

and the colour coded GDA on the right. Results were gathered on a scale where 5 is very 

easy and 1 is very difficult to use. The mean score shown at the end of the bar is the 

average rating achieved on this 5 point scale.   

 

Chart 2.4: Ease of Comparison of Health When Using The Different Food Label Systems 

 

 

 

Chart 2.4 illustrates that shoppers find it easier to compare the health between products 

when using the colour coded GDA food label versus the monochrome GDA food label.  
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Chart 2.5, builds from Charts 2.4, and examines how shoppers came to the conclusions 

they did regarding health using the different labelling systems. The question was direct to 

shoppers in an open ended way – therefore the responses below were not read out to 

shoppers for them to agree with rather the shopper articulated these answers 

spontaneously.   

 

 

Chart 2.5 How Health is Determined by the Different Food Labelling Systems 

 

 

Chart 2.5 explains how the correct determination of health was made using either food 

label system. Those correctly determining the healthier option products using the 

monochrome label did so by comparing the number of grams and the percentage per 

nutrient between the healthier and less healthy products. Those correctly identifying the 

healthier option products using the colour coded GDA system did so by comparing the 

colours between the products. The words high/medium/low is also used to correctly 

determine the healthier version product. 1 in 5 stating that the colour coded GDA system 

was easier to use say so as they compared the percentages per nutrient.   
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Chart 2.6 gives an overall rating for ease of understanding information displayed on the 

food label system. The chart compares the total results from the monochrome GDA food 

label, included both the healthier and the less healthy products, with the total results from 

the colour coded GDA food label. Shoppers were asked to rate each label on a scale 

where 5 is very easy to understand and 1 is very difficult to understand the information. 

The mean score shown in the chart is the average score achieved along the 5 point scale  

 

Chart 2.6 Ease of Understanding Information on Food Labelling systems  

 

 

Chart 2.6 shows a statistically significant preference for the colour coded GDA label 

system in terms of ease of understanding the information displayed.  A total of 20% or 1 in 

5 shoppers testing the monochrome label said that it was either quite difficult or very 

difficult to understand the information displayed. In terms of ease of understanding the 

colour coded GDA label there was no difference by different social class groups.  
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Chart 2.7 displays the speed in which comparisons of health can be made using each of 

the label types. Shoppers were asked to choose one of the options detailed in the table 

below in order to assess the speed in which comparisons were made. The information on 

Chart 2.7 includes those who made a correct and incorrect evaluation of health.   

 

Chart 2.7 Speed in Comparing Healthier Products Using Each Label Type  

 

 

Chart 2.7 details that a significantly higher number of shoppers were able to compare the 

healthier versus less healthy products at a glance using the colour coded GDA label 

system. Just 1 in 5 shoppers using the monochrome GDA label were able to compare 

health at a glance.  
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Chart 2.8 details the claimed likelihood of shoppers to use the food label systems to get 

nutritional information about a product in the future. Shoppers were asked to answer on a 

scale where 5 is definitely will use food labelling system and 1 is definitely will not use 

food label system again. The mean score included in the chart is the average score 

achieved by those answering on the scale. The mean score excluded those who said they 

did not know. 

 

Chart 2.8 Likelihood to use food labelling system to get nutritional information about 

product  in the future  

 

 

Chart 2.8 details that shoppers using the GDA with colour system were significantly more 

likely to say they would use this system in the future versus those using the monochrome 

GDA label. However a significant proportion, almost 1 in 5, said they did not know if they 

would use this system. Just 5% of shoppers using the monochrome GDA label said they 

did not know if they would use this system.   
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Chart 2.9 shows the level of fat shoppers thought was included in the products tested. The 

chart displays all products tested, cereals, crisps and lasagne and includes the two 

different labelling systems. The level of fat on the label in healthy cereals and lasagne was 

low, and medium in healthy version crisps. The percentages below show the level of fat 

shoppers thought were contained in the products tested by two different label systems. 

 

Chart 2.9 Determining Fat Content by different product types, label systems and nutrient 

levels – Healthier Version Products. 

 

 

Chart 2.9 shows shoppers using the colour coded GDA label system were significantly 

more likely to determine the correct level of fat in healthier version crisps and healthier 

version lasagne. Shoppers using the monochrome GDA label had no significant lead over 

shoppers using the colour GDA label in the correct determination of fat in any product.   
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Chart 2.10 shows the level of fat shoppers thought was included in the products tested. 

The chart displays all products tested, cereals, crisps and lasagne and includes the two 

different labelling systems and the less healthy versions of each product. A medium level 

of fat was contained in less healthy crisps and lasagne. A high level of fat was contained 

in less healthy version crisps.  

 

Chart 2.10 Determining Fat Content by different product types, label systems and nutrient 

levels – Less Healthy Version Products 

 

 

Chart 2.10 shows shoppers using the colour-coded GDA label system were significantly 

more likely to determine the correct level of fat in less healthy cereals and lasagne. 

Shoppers using the monochrome GDA label had no significant lead over shoppers using 

the colour GDA label in the correct determination of fat in any product.   
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Chart 2.11 shows the level of saturated fat shoppers thought was included in the products 

tested. The chart displays all products tested, cereals, crisps and lasagne and includes 

the two different labelling systems. The level of saturated fat on the label was low in 

healthier version cereals and lasagne and medium in healthier version crisps.  

 

Chart 2.11 Determining Saturated Fat Content by different product types, label systems 

and nutrient levels – Healthier Version Products 

 

 

 

Chart 2.11 shows shoppers using the colour-coded GDA label system were significantly 

more likely to determine the correct level of saturated fat in healthier crisps and lasagne.  
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Chart 2.12 shows the level of saturated fat shoppers thought was included in the products 

tested. The chart displays all products tested, cereals, crisps and lasagne and includes 

the two different labelling systems. The level of saturated fat in less healthy version 

cereals was low, medium for crisps and high for lasagne.   

 

Chart 2.12 Determining Saturated Fat Content by different product types, label systems 

and nutrient levels – Less Healthy Version Products 

 

 

 

Chart 2.12 shows shoppers using the colour coded GDA label system were significantly 

more likely to determine the correct level of saturated fat in less healthy version crisps. 

Shoppers using the monochrome GDA label were significantly more likely to determine 

the correct level of saturated fat in less healthy version lasagne.   
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Chart 2.13 shows the level of sugar shoppers thought was included in the products tested. 

The chart displays all products tested, cereals, crisps and lasagne and includes the two 

different labelling systems. The level of sugar on the label in healthier version cereals was 

medium and low for crisps and lasagne.  

 

Chart 2.13 Determining Sugar Content by different product types, label systems and 

nutrient levels – Healthier Version Products 

 

 

Chart 2.13 show shoppers using the colour coded GDA label system were significantly 

more likely to determine the correct level of sugar in all products tested.  
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Chart 2.14 shows the level of sugar shoppers thought was included in the products tested. 

The chart displays all products tested, cereals, crisps and lasagne and includes the two 

different labelling systems. The level of sugar in less healthy version cereals was medium 

and low for crisps and lasagne.  

 

Chart 2.14 Determining Sugar Content by different product types, label systems and 

nutrient levels – Less Healthy Version Products. 

 

 

Chart 2.14 show shoppers using the colour coded GDA label system were significantly 

more likely to determine the correct level of sugar in all products tested.  
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Chart 2.15 shows the level of salt shoppers thought was included in the products tested. 

The chart displays all products tested, cereals, crisps and lasagne and includes the two 

different labelling systems. The level of salt on the label was medium in healthier version 

cereals and lasagne and low for crisps.  

 

Chart 2.15 Determining Salt Content by different product types, label systems and nutrient 

levels – Healthier Version Products 

 

 

Chart 2.15 shows shoppers using the colour-coded GDA label system were significantly 

more likely to determine the correct level of salt in healthier cereals, crisps and lasagne. 

Shoppers using the monochrome GDA label had no significant lead over colour-coded  

GDA shoppers in the correct determination of salt in any product.   
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Chart 2.16 shows the level of salt shoppers thought was included in the products tested. 

The chart displays all products tested, cereals, crisps and lasagne and includes the two 

different labelling systems. The level of salt was high for less healthy version cereals and 

medium for crisps and lasagne.  

 

Chart 2.16 Determining Salt Content by different product types, label systems and nutrient 

levels. 

 

 

Chart 2.16 shows shoppers using the colour coded GDA label system were significantly 

more likely to determine the correct level of salt in less healthy version lasagne. Shoppers 

using the monochrome GDA label had no significant lead over colour GDA shoppers in 

the correct determination of salt in any product.   
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Part C 
~ Prompted Understanding of GDA Colour Food Label ~ 

 

Chart 3.1 illustrates how helpful grocery shoppers believed the use of colours is in 

determining the nutritional content of a food product.  Shoppers were shown a picture 

prompt of a colour coded label with the words high/medium and low are deleted. A copy of 

the picture prompt is given in the chart below. Shoppers were simply asked if they believe 

the colours did in fact help them understand the nutritional content of a product.  

 

Chart 3.1 Helpfulness of the use of colours in determining the nutritional content of a food 

product. 

 

 

 

Chart 3.1 highlights that a significant proportion of shoppers believe that the use of colour 

is helpful in determining the nutritional content of a food product. Close to 9 in 10 believe it 

is helpful – this was equally expressed across all genders, age groups and social classes, 

indicating it is believed to be helpful to all demographics of society.  
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Chart 3.2 highlights how shoppers interpret the meaning of each of the colours used in the 

food label. It is important to note that the use of the words high, medium and low are 

deleted from the label in this chart. Red is used to indicate a high level of nutrition, 

orange/amber shows medium levels, while green indicates a low level of nutrition. While it 

was necessary to gauge whether shoppers found the colours useful (highlighted in chart 

3.1) it is also necessary to establish whether in fact shoppers understand how to use the 

colours in the context of reading nutritional information on food products. It is important to 

note at this question shoppers were advised to think of nutrients in terms of fats, saturated 

fats, sugar and salt. 

 

Chart 3.2 Understanding of the colours red, orange and green in terms of food labelling 

 

 

Chart 3.2 indicates that although shoppers believe the use of colours to be useful in 

determining the nutritional content of products; they are not in fact able to correctly read 

the meanings of the colours. There is confusion regarding what the colours red and green 

mean regarding level of nutrients in product. Orange appears to be the colour that is best 

understood, while red and green receive equal levels of incorrect attribution, 35% and 

38% respectively. This misattribution occurs equally across all demographics, with no one 

particular group more or less likely to read the colours incorrectly. Again this could be 

attributed in part to lack of familiarity and lack of education about the meaning of the 

colours. 
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Chart 3.3 shows whether or not shoppers believe that the use of the words ‘high’, 

‘medium’ and ‘low’ is important in determining the individual nutritional content of the food 

product. Shoppers were shown the food labelling system illustrated in chart 3.3 and then 

asked if the use of these words was helpful. 

 

Chart 3.3 Helpfulness of the use of the words ‘high’, ‘medium’ and ‘low’ in determining the 

nutritional content of a food product. 

 

 

 

Chart 3.3 highlights that 9 in 10 believe the words ‘high’, ‘medium’ and ‘low’ is useful in 

order to determine the nutritional content of a food product. Only a small proportion, 1 in 

10, either did not believe it was useful or were unsure. This was equally expressed across 

all demographics. 



40 

Chart 3.4 details the awareness levels for the term ‘Guideline Daily Amount’. Shoppers 

were asked if before today they had seen, read or heard this term used in relation to 

nutritional information.  

 

Chart 3.4 Incidence of having heard the term ‘Guideline Daily Amount’ before today 

 

 

 

Chart 3.4 indicates that a high proportion of shoppers have in fact heard of the term 

‘Guideline Daily Amount’ in terms of nutritional information, with almost 9 in 10 claiming to 

have heard it before the day of research.  Just over 1 in 10 claim not to have heard about 

GDA or were unsure. Females are most likely aware of GDA’s, while awareness by age 

and social class shows little difference.  
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Chart 3.5 establishes what shoppers interpret the term ‘Guideline Daily Amount’ to mean 

and whether or not shoppers actually understand the full meaning of the term. As 

illustrated by chart 3.4, a high proportion claim to have heard of the term; however it is 

important to establish whether or not shoppers attribute the correct meaning to this term. 

 

Chart 3.5 Understanding of the term ‘Guideline Daily Amount’ 

 

 

 

Chart 3.5 states that almost three quarters of shoppers believe ‘Guideline Daily Amount’ 

to mean your daily allowance of that nutrient. However, 1 in 5 correctly determined that 

the term relates to the upper limits of that nutrient for the day. This highlights that while 

there is high levels of awareness of the term, there is significant confusion as to what it 

specifically means. 
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Commentary 
 

This survey showed that the majority of main grocery shoppers at 56% always or 

occasionally look at food labels that display information in relation to fat, sugar, 

salt and other nutrients on the products they purchase.  

 

The Regulations published in January 2008 by the European Commission created 

intense debate and lobbying by the food industry, public health and consumer 

organisations at European level. However the stronger lobbying power by industry 

was cited both by some MEPs2 and by an independent monitoring body3. In the 

final vote it was an industry designed Front of Pack labelling system proposed – 

Guideline Daily Amounts that was accepted.  

 

Our research has shown that the monochrome GDA label scores as well as the 

colour-coded GDA in helping consumers more easily recognise the relative 

healthiness of food products. When probed in the survey the familiarity of the GDA 

scheme is evident. This scheme has been supported by the Food and Drinks 

Industry with a €400,000 information and promotional campaign.4  

 

However when looking at the specific nutrients the colour coding system performs 

significantly better at helping shoppers identify at a glance levels of key nutrients, 

such as fat, sugar and salt This is despite lack of familiarity of the scheme 

although the words high, medium and low along with the colours red, amber and 

green were a factor. The traffic light system was designed specifically to help 

consumers identify nutrients at a glance, given that many shoppers find time one 

of the barriers in reading labels as identified in a recent Irish survey. 5 

 

                                                 
2
 MEP Carl Schlyter: “Industry lobbying has buried „traffic-light‟ labelling” Friday, 11 June 2010, Brussels 

Sunshine 
3
 Corporate Europe Observatory (2010) A Red Light for Consumer Information, The food industry‟s €1bn 

campaign to  block health warnings on food.  
4
 Kelly, P. (August 2010)  Personal communication to Irish Heart Foundation from Food and Drinks Industry 

Ireland (FDII). Dublin. 
5
 Food Safety Authority of Ireland (FSAI) (2009). A Research Study into Consumers‟ Attitudes to Food 

Labelling. FSAI. Dublin 

http://blog.brusselssunshine.eu/2010/06/mep-carl-schlyter-industry-lobbying-has.html
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When the words high, low and medium were deleted from the label format, 

consumers showed a level of confusion as to what red and green meant. Again in 

the context of this survey the research was looking at one label that was in the 

marketplace and another proposed format which is not on products in Irish 

supermarkets to any extent.6  

 

This issue also presented a challenge to the researchers as there was concern as 

to how much would the findings be influenced by testing a label format familiar to 

consumers and one that was not. It is all the more striking therefore that the colour 

coded GDA performed so strongly.   

 

Of note was that in previous research there were social class differences in the 

understanding of food labels. In this survey, less shoppers from lower income 

groups were likely to read labels or to read front of pack label. However it would 

appear that lower social groups found aspects of the colour coded GDA equally 

helpful and easy to understand as higher social groups. 

 

In relation to the understanding of the two label formats there was no difference in 

social class. When asked to look at the label formats on the different products, 

lower social classes found the colour-coded GDA system equally easy to 

understand; and they could compare nutrients at a glance. Furthermore in relation 

to colour and words high in high, medium and low being useful on the label, lower 

social classes scored equally well as higher social class groups. Awareness of the 

GDA label was the same across the social classes.  

 

The Irish Heart Foundation, the National Youth Council of Ireland and the Irish 

Cancer Society is encouraged that 4 out of 5 Irish consumers would like colour 

coding and the words high, medium and low added to the GDA label on front of 

pack and that there is concrete evidence from Irish shoppers that it helps in 

making the healthier choice the easier choice.   

 

                                                 
6
 Phelan,.U  (in press) A research study into Irish consumers‟ exposure to traffic light food labelling. Irish 

Heart Foundation   
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~ Appendix A  
Food Label Questionnaire~ 

 
S.1 We need to speak to certain kinds of people so can I, first of all, check do you, or 

any members of your family, work in any of the following occupations/industries? 

 (15)  

Market research 1  

Marketing 2 

Advertising 3 

Nutritionist 4 

Food Development 5 

None of these 6  

 
S.2 Which of the following applies to you? 

 (16)  

I am the main food purchaser in my household 1  

I share the responsibility of purchasing food equally with someone 
else in my household 

2  

I do less than half of the food purchasing in my household 3  

Don’t Know 4  

 
S.3 Record Gender? 

 (17)  

Male 1  

Female 2  

 
 

S.4 Which of the following age groups do you fall into? 
 

 (18)  

under 18 1  

18-34 2  

35-44 3  

45-59 4  

60+ 5  

 
S.5 What is the occupation of the chief income earner in your household? 
 

 

 

 (19)  

AB 1  

C1 2  

C2 3  

DE 4  

F 5  
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In General 

 
Q.1a How often, if at all, when buying food products do you look at food labels that 

display information in relation to the fat, sugar, salt content and content of other 
nutrients of the products you purchase?  

 
 (20) 

Always 1 

Often 2 

Occasionally 3 

Rarely 4 

Never 5 

Don’t Know 6 

 
ASK THOSE READING NUTRITIONAL INFORMATION CODE 1-3 Q1 
Q.1b Where on the product are you most likely to look for information in relation to 
Nutritional content?  
 
 (21) 

Back of Pack 1 

Side of Pack 2 

Front of Pack 3 

Don’t recall 4 

 
 
ASK THOSE READING NUTRITIONAL INFORMATION CODE 1-3 Q1a 
Q.2 How easy do you find it to understand the Nutritional information displayed on food 
products you purchase? 

 (22) 

Very Easy  1 

Quite Easy 2 

Neither easy or difficult 3 

Quite Difficult  4 

Very Difficult 5 
 
Stimulus ‘Q3’ 
Q.3  I would now like to show you two different labelling systems, either of which could  
be shown on a product in additional to standard nutritional information on the back of 
pack. Which labelling system, if any, do you think is more informative regarding the 
nutritional content of the product? 
 (23) 

Guideline Daily Amount 1 

Guideline Daily Amount with colour  2 

Both are equally informative 3 

Neither of them are informative 4 

Don’t Know 5 

 
 
 
 



46 

If code 1 or 2 at Q3 ask Q4 others go to Q6 
Q.4  What do you think makes this system easier to use? Probe? What else, anything 
else?  
 
 

(24) 

Clearer, easier to understand 1 

I am familiar with this system 2 

Tells level of Nutrients  3 

Use of Colour  4 

Use of words high, medium, low 5 

                                                                             Other (code and 
specify___________________________________________________) 

6 

Don’t Know 7 

Puncher Skip Col’s 25-46 
 

Testing  
 
 

A1 A2 A3 A4 A5 A6  

01 02 03 04 05 06 (47-48) 

 
 
NO QUESTION 5 
 
 
Q.6  How easy or difficult do you consider it would be to understand the information on 
the food label on this product?  
 
 

(49) 

Very Easy 1 

Quite Easy  2 

Neither easy or difficult 3 

Quite difficult 4 

Very difficult 5 

Don’t Know 6 

 
 
Q.7  Still looking at this product, do you think the amount of each of the following is 
high, low or  
            medium?  

 
 

High Low Medium 
 

Don’t  
Know 

 

Fat 1 2 3 4 (50) 

Saturated Fat 1 2 3 4 (51) 

Sugar 1 2 3 4 (52) 

Salt 1 2 3 4 (53) 
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Q.8  How likely is it that you would use this label to get nutritional information about 
foods when you are out shopping?  

 
 

(54) 

I would definitely use this information 1 

I would probably use this information  2 

I may or may not use this information 3 

I probably wouldn’t use this information 4 

I definitely wouldn’t use this information 5 

Don’t Know 6 

 
 
 

Comparative Testing  
 
Q.9    Now I would like to show you a similar product to the one you have just seen. 
Focusing just on the label can you tell me which product, if either, is the healthier option?  

 
 

(55) 

Product 1 (seen first) 1 

Product 2 (the one just seen)  2 

Neither – both the same 3 

Don’t Know 4 

 
Q.10  How easy or difficult do you think it was to compare how healthy each of these 
products were using the food labelling system provided?  

 
 

(56) 

Very Easy 1 

Quite Easy  2 

Neither Easy or Difficult 3 

Quite Difficult 4 

Very Difficult 5 

Don’t Know 6 

 
Q.11  How quickly do you feel you were able to compare these two foods using this 
label?  

 
 

(57) 

I could tell at a glance 1 

I could tell quickly but not at a glance  2 

I had to think about it a little 3 

I had to think about it a lot 4 

Don’t Know 6 
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ASK THOSE CODE 1 OR 2 QUESTION 9 
Q.11b  How did you decide one product was healthier than the other?  

 
 

(58) 

I compared the colours on the label 1 

I read the words high, medium and low on the label  2 

I compared the number of grams per nutrient 3 

I compared the percentages per nutrient  4 

Other (code and specify 
) 

5 

Don’t Know 6 

 
 

 
Additional Products  

 
Q.12     Can you compare these two products and tell me which one is the healthier option 
by reading the food labelling system? 

 
 

(59) 

Product 1 1 

Product 2   2 

Neither – both the same 3 

Don’t Know 4 

 
Summary Questions  

 
 
Stimulus ‘Q13’ 
Q.13     Do the colours used on this product help you understand the nutritional content of 
this product? 
 

 
 

(60) 

Yes  1 

No   2 

Don’t Know 3 

 
Stimulus ‘Q13 Again’ 
Q.14     Looking at this food labelling system what do the colours red, orange/Amber and 
green mean to you?  
 
 

High in 
Nutrient 

Medium 
level of 
Nutrient 

Low level 
of Nutrient 

Don’t  
Know 

 

Red 1 2 3 4 (61) 

Orange/Amber  1 2 3 4 (62) 

Green 1 2 3 4 (63) 
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Stimulus ‘Q15’ 
Q.15     Looking at this food labelling system does the inclusion of the words high, medium 
and low help you in determining the individual nutritional content of this product 
 

 
 

(64) 

Yes 1 

No   2 

Don’t Know 3 

 
 
 
Q.16  Sometimes when talking about nutrition information, people talk about ‘guideline 
daily amounts’. Before today, had you seen, read or heard anything about guideline daily 
amounts? 

 
 

(65) 

Yes 1 

No 2 

Don’t Know 3 

 
 

If Yes at Q16 ask Q17 
Q.17  What do you think is meant by ‘guideline daily amounts’? Probe to pre codes 

 
 

(66) 

Your daily allowance of that nutrient for the day 1 

The Upper limits of that nutrient for the day 2 

Other – code and specify________________________________________ 
  

3 

Don’t Know 4 

 
 
 
INTERVIEWER RECORD LOCATION 
 

 
 

(67) 

SuperQuinn Bray 1 

SuperQuinn Crumlin   2 

SuperQuinn Lucan 3 

Lidl Cranmore Rd Sligo 4 

Lidl Dublin Road Athlone 5 

Dunnes Montree Athlone 6 

Dunnes Cranmore Rd Sligo 7 

Dunnes Rathmines 8 
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~ Appendix B  
Stimulus Used in Test~ 

 
 
 
 
 


