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policy issue

In 2002, it became mandatory for food producers in Australia to provide a Nutrition
Information Panel (NIP) on the back of food packages.1 However, research has
shown that consumers often misinterpret NIPs or do not use them at all.2,3 Health
advocates have begun to consider one form of NIPs - Front-of-Pack labelling (FoPL) as a means of supporting healthy food choices.4
There are more than 20 FoPL formats in use worldwide. The information they
provide varies considerably (for example summaries of key ingredients or detailed
information about them), as do the strategies underpinning their use.5 Three FoPL
formats are commonly used in the Australian market – National Heart Foundation
(NHF) Tick, The Daily Intake Guide (%DI), and Glycaemic Index (GI) Symbol.6 Each of
them have a different logo, which may cause confusion among consumers. To
prevent this, the Australian Government accepts that an easily understood, uniform
FoPL system is needed.7 The recent Government-funded review of food labelling (led
by federal former health minister, Dr Neal Blewett AC) recommended that the
Traffic Light System (TLS) be adopted. The Government did not support this as the
preferred option.8 The food industry has also been reluctant to adopt it.9,10 With the
prevalence of obesity still rising, and the Government still debating the possible
benefits of uniform FoPL, food labelling to support healthy food decisions has
become a contentious issue.
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what does the
evidence say?

Several studies have looked specifically at FoPL formats. One study assessed
Nutrition Information Panel use and consumersʼ understanding of it.11 It revealed
that people mostly focus on one nutrient and have difficulty making an assessment
of all the ingredients. This may be because they do not have the nutritional
knowledge needed to use Nutrition Information Panels effectively.12 Time constraints
while shopping may be another reason people do not take full advantage of
Nutrition Information Panels.13 From this research, we learn that FoPL needs to be
simple and have some interpretative elements so that it is quick and easy for
consumers to use. 14
One European study tested eight different FoPL logos and found that European
consumers preferred a simple logo format.15 In another study, researchers asked
consumers to compare two food options and choose the healthier product.16 They
found that consumers performed the task more quickly and with similar accuracy
when a simple logo was provided. However, in a review of the Australian and New
Zealand literature on the use of food labels (published in 2007), researchers found
that consumers commonly reported using food labels, but their understanding of
them was fairly poor.17
Some research has also been done comparing the difference between informative
and interpretative logos. Informative logos, such as the % Daily Intake Guide,
provide information about the nutritional characteristics, while interpretive logos,
such as traffic lights, give an evaluation of the healthiness of the food.18-24 Because
the Traffic Light System interprets nutritional information, these logos are often
considered simpler than informative logos. One of the most noteworthy studies in
this field asked 790 Australian consumers to compare two versions of the Traffic
Light System and two versions of the % Daily Intake Guide (coloured and
monochrome).25 Consumers indicated that they preferred the % Daily Intake Guide
tabs, largely because they were familiar with them. Interestingly though, consumers
were 3 to 5 times more likely to identify healthier foods using the Traffic Light
System. Similar results were seen in a German study.26 There is one peer reviewed
study that contradicts this. It shows that consumers understood the % Daily Intake
Guide and the Traffic Light System equally well.27 Both logos enabled 85% of the
participants to identify the healthiest option.
Colour is an important element in interpretative systems such as the Traffic Light
System, and colour coded labels have been found to be more effective in steering
people to healthy choices than monochrome labels.28 In a choice experiment
conducted in Britain, researchers found that people were willing to pay more in
order to avoid having a shopping basket with red colours (unhealthy food options).29
There is considerable research investigating the reasons why people might
misinterpret logos on food labels (for an extended overview of this matter, see van
Kleef & Dagevos 2012).30 One reason is that logos provide nutrient information either
by serving size or per 100g. In Australia, the current % Daily Intake Guide displays
nutrient information per serving size. Research from the consumer advocacy group
CHOICE reveals large discrepancies in the serving sizes for different products.31
Consumers may not be aware that serving sizes are not regulated in Australia, and
hence the presentation of % Daily Intake Guide may be misleading or confusing. In a
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review of more than two decades of research looking at the factors that influence
peopleʼs decisions to use food labels, researchers found that there were few
consistent factors.32 There is some evidence to suggest that being female and highly
educated have a positive effect on label use.33,34 There is also some evidence to show
that minority groups rarely use FoPL.35

what is the
quality of the
evidence available?

There is a substantial evidence base in the area of food labelling. Most research has
been performed in the US and Europe, however, there are also some Australian
studies. Despite the large number of studies, there are many disputes about what
works best in the food labelling arena. This could be because of gaps and limitations
in the current evidence, including a paucity of research on minority and low income
groups and a lack of research over longer periods.36,37
Many studies in this area assess self-reported use of food labels. This may be
problematic because it leads to over reporting.38-40 One study conducted in Britain
found that consumers tended to over report their use of labels by about 50% if they
were self-reporting as opposed to being observed whilst shopping.41
Another problem with the research in this field is that it is difficult to determine the
role that logos play in the decision-making process. There are many psychological
processes – both on a subconscious and conscious level – at play when choosing
whether or not to buy a product. Research has shown that price and taste tend to be
more important factors than food labels in decision-making.42,43
Another limitation of the evidence base in this field is that there is little real-world
research. Putting people in experimental conditions means they do not experience
the same time pressures and financial motivations as they do in normal shopping
experiences.44 Although there are some studies showing no differences in results
produced in real world and experimental conditions, we should still be careful
extrapolating findings to real life.45,46

what does this
mean for
policymakers?

Although there is considerable research in this field, there are still many
uncertainties about the impact of food labelling on peopleʼs food choices. However,
we may carefully conclude that a simple, colour coded, interpretative logo, such as
the Traffic Light System, is best understood by consumers. This does not necessarily
mean that consumers will use this system. To ensure a Traffic Light System has
maximum impact on consumer food selections, governments need to consider
accompanying educational and social marketing initiatives. Importantly, FoPL can
also have positive effects on food composition as manufacturers adjust their recipes
to position their products in the best manner. Currently, this may be the most
immediate impact of an interpretative, colour Front of Pack labelling initiative.
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