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Suggestions of supporting a healthy nutrition policy at grocery stores

Anna-Maria Saarela
Savonia University of Applied Sciences, Finland

AiMS: Weight management is affected by food choice. It is important to show in practice how challenging an environment
a grocery store is to consumers from a weight management perspective. Thus, based on verbalizations and observations of
consumers made in a real-life supermarket setting, it is important to point out how environments of grocery stores could
support consumers’ daily and healthier food choices.

Background: The study was a part of a project “Consumers in the weight management market” (2009-2011) funded by the
Finnish Funding Agency for Technology and Innovation.

Methods: The study subjects were recruited by delivering 1000 questionnaires in Nov-Dec at the K-Citymarket Kolmisoppi,
Kuopio. The subjects (n=36, age 18-65) were recruited to represent consumers of varied experience in weight management
during their lifespan. The subjects’ shopping behaviour was studied using verbal analysis protocol combined with wireless
audio-visual observation, questionnaires and interviews in the K-Citymarket in Apr-May 2010. For two consecutive shopping
tasks, the study subjects were given a shopping list of 11 food categories. During the first task, they were asked to select a
product they usually buy and during the second task, a product they would use for weight management. The level of nutritional
knowledge of the study subjects was also assessed and related to the choices made.

Results: According to the observations, the consumers made their shopping decisions routinely as there were none stimuli
available at a supermarket in relation to healthy choices apart from versatile, abundant and small-sized labels all over food
packages. The consumers had several challenges while choosing food, such as the time taken (maximum 225 seconds) to find
a suitable product among all the options of a wide product category, for example, 459 ready meals per product category with
the energy variation from 30 to 330 kcal/100g, and understanding all package labels properly, such as the GDA-label in relation
to the nutrition content table.

Improvements: The needs of consumers who are actively managing their weight should be better taken into consideration
in grocery stores as also subjects pointed out by theMSelves during the field experiment. The subjects had several practical
suggestions, such as coloured labels in shelves, how consumer-oriented marketing communication and services should be
developed and provided by retailers cooperatively with health-care actors to promote consumers’ awareness of healthy food
choices in grocery stores.

Discussion: For a consumer, it is important to be able to easily find, identify and compare suitable products from a weight
management point of view. Successful consumer marketing will achieve desirable results for manufacturers, retailers and
consumers as well as benefit the welfare of society’s welfare in the long run.
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