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A new study analyzing 16 years of data on tens of thousands of products finds that the adoption
of nutrition data on 'front of package' labels is associated with improved nutritional content of
those foods and their competitors.
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A new study analyzing 16 years of data on tens of thousands of products finds that
the adoption of nutrition data on "front of package" (FOP) labels is associated with
improved nutritional content of those foods and their competitors.
"We wanted to know whether food companies were responding to increased public interest in healthier food,"
says Rishika Rishika, co-author of the study and an associate professor of marketing in North Carolina State
University's Poole College of Management. "In other words, is the market driving change in the nutrition of food
products? And the evidence suggest that this is exactly what's happening."
For this study, the researchers evaluated nutritional data on 44 categories of food products from 1996 through
2011. Altogether, the researchers looked at data on 21,096 products, representing 9,083 brands, covering
everything from energy bars to soup.
Specifically, the researchers evaluated whether there was any impact when products adopted the "Facts Up
Front" style FOP nutrition labels. Facts Up Front is a voluntary nutrition labeling program adopted by the food
industry. Manufacturers participating in the program list the calories, saturated fat, sugar and sodium per
serving size of their food products on relatively large FOP labels. The products still carry the mandated
nutritional information panels on the back of the packages.
To determine whether the voluntary FOP program had influenced the nutritional content of food products, the
researchers looked specifically at two things. For food categories in which at least one product had adopted
the FOP labeling, the researchers evaluated differences in the nutritional quality of all products in the category
both before and after any products adopted the FOP labels. These differences were also compared with food
categories in which no products adopted labeling and that served as control groups.
The researchers calculated a product's nutritional content using the Nutrient Profiling model, which includes a
host of nutrients, such as sugar, fat, sodium, protein and fiber.
The results showed a clear association between FOP labeling and changes in the nutritional content of food
products. And there were five factors that were associated with the presence of FOP labels having a greater
impact on nutrition:
Premium brands improved nutritional quality more than non-premium brands in the same category;
Brands that had narrower product lines, meaning they produced fewer products than their peers,
improved nutritional quality more;
Products in categories that are broadly unhealthy, such as snack foods, showed a more pronounced
response;

Foods in "more competitive" categories, meaning those in which there were many competitors at
different price points, showed a more pronounced response; and
Products that had adopted FOP labeling showed more improved nutritional quality.
The researchers also found that there were pronounced changes in the content of nutrients that were singled
out by the "Facts Up Front" FOP program.
Across all of the food categories in which at least some products adopted the FOP labels, there was a 12.5%
reduction in calories; 12.97% reduction in saturated fat; 12.62% reduction in sugar; and 3.74% reduction in
sodium.
"We had hypothesized that when nutritional information is clearly marked on the front of the package, that
consumers would be more likely to consider it when deciding what to buy," Rishika says. "This would, in turn,
cause competitive pressure on other brands in that category to innovate and improve the nutritional quality of
their products.
"The fact that the effect of FOP labeling was most pronounced for the nutritional variables on the FOP labels
supports our theory," Rishika says. "And the fact that the effect was stronger for brands that adopted FOP
labeling also supports the hypothesis."
The researchers had a few takeaway messages.
"For consumers, we found that the presence of a Facts Up Front FOP label on a package generally meant that
the product had a better nutritional profile than competing products that didn't have an FOP label," Rishika
says.
More broadly, the findings suggest that voluntary, highly visible nutritional labeling can be an effective tool for
encouraging change on an industry level.
"However, it remains unclear which aspect of the program is more important," Rishika says. "Is the fact that the
program is voluntary more important, since it helps consumers identify brands that are choosing to share
nutritional information on the front of package? Or is the fact that the FOP labeling is prominent more
important, simply because the information is more clearly noticeable? Those are questions for future research."

Story Source:
Materials provided by North Carolina State University. Note: Content may be edited for style and length.

Journal Reference:
1. Joon Ho Lim, Rishika Rishika, Ramkumar Janakiraman, P.K. Kannan. Competitive Effects of Front-ofPackage Nutrition Labeling Adoption on Nutritional Quality: Evidence from Facts Up Front–Style
Labels. Journal of Marketing, 2020; 002224292094256 DOI: 10.1177/0022242920942563

Cite This Page:

MLA

APA

Chicago

North Carolina State University. "'Front of package' nutrition labels improved nutrition quality." ScienceDaily.
ScienceDaily, 21 September 2020. <www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2020/09/200921111725.htm>.

RELATED STORIES

Genetic 'Usual Suspects' Identified in Researchers' New List

Mar. 5, 2019 — After analyzing tens of thousands of data samples, researchers have created a list of genes
that ranks them based on how frequently they are implicated in specific diseases. The list may prove ...
Not All 'Front-of-Package' Nutrition Information Produces the Same Effect
July 13, 2016 — Marketing researchers have compared different types of front-of-package nutrition information
labels and found that a "one-size-fits-all" label is not suitable for all shopping ...
Simplified Nutritional Labels Spur Healthier Choices in Grocery Stores
Feb. 2, 2016 — Looking at single number -- a score that represents the nutritional value of what's inside the
packaging -- leads to healthier buying choices. The study compares consumer buyer behavior using ...
Seduced by the Label: How Nutrition Information Leads You to Buy More
Jan. 14, 2016 — Have you ever been to the supermarket and chosen foods based on nutrition labels? If so, be
cautious, because the nutrition values you see on labels can substantially differ based on the recommended ...

