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ABSTRACT

As the number of diet related problems increases from time to time, consumers nowadays are very health
conscious about their diet. Nutritional labelling may guide them to assist the food choice. It provides and
conveys a lot of information especially nutrient content to the consumers. Hence, this study aims to achieve 3
objectives such as to identify the nutritional labelling awareness among different groups of consumers, to
explore the importance of nutritional labelling among consumers in purchasing the product and to discuss the
different methods in promoting nutrition labelling among consumers. Secondary data was used as the main
reference and discussion has been done that are related to the objectives. It can be concluded that there are a few
differences regarding the awareness of nutritional labelling among different groups of consumers. The
importance of nutrition labelling has been identified, and most of them give positive result to the consumers and
manufacturers. Comparison to other countries showed that Malaysia may need new approaches in promoting
nutrition labelling compared to other well developed countries such as the United States of America and
Belgium. Hence, it is recommended to educate the consumers, manufacturers and retailers in taking serious parts
in promoting nutritional labelling to the public.
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Manufacturer.

INTRODUCTION

Living in the urbanised world these days, consumers have been taking seriously the role of nutrition in their
life where it started with the awareness of nutrition in food and reading the nutrition labelling. The increasingly
educated consumers and their awareness is a big help to the nutritional labelling in the world. According to [1],
there is increasing concern on the diet-related health problems and nutritional substances that have been the
necessary acceptance attributes for consumers to purchase a product. This shows that consumers in these day and
age are alert on how important the nutritional labelling for them to know what they are consuming every day.

Nutritional labelling refers to a list of nutrients that is put on the food label of packaging. It is meant to
provide information to the users about the contents of the products [2]. It contains the name of the products,
contents, date marking, nutritional information and many more. The study will help consumers, retailers and
manufacturers to learn their roles in nutrition labelling. Besides, all these parties can gain knowledge on the
importance of the nutritional label in acquisition of a product and know how to improve their product to facilitate
consumers in reading the labels. Currently, many governments are trying to educate their nations and testing a
variety of approaches in order to let their consumers to be more aware of nutrition in food and more cognisant on
nutritional labelling. When the governments take action to tackle the increasing health problem, other parties will
also follow their leaders. Moreover, the application of secure labelling and contents of food products from
manufacturers can be empowered by government. The government can use its authority to ensure the usage of
the nutrition label to be compulsory for every product.

METHODOLOGY

The study adopted content analysis, which focused on secondary data as main references. Related literatures
that are already being documented or analysed by other researchers on nutritional labelling and consumer
behaviour were reviewed. Several kinds of online resources such as Emerald, Science Direct, Scopus and others
were utilized to gather data in order to acquire journals that are related to the topic. All related studies were
tabled out and compared to generate in-depth knowledge pertaining to the topic. Arguments and debates on issue
related to nutritional labelling and consumer behaviour are included in the discussion part of the paper.
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DISCUSSION

Awareness of Nutritional Labelling among Different Groups of Consumers

Nowadays, consumer awareness related to the nutritional labelling has increased. This is due to the increase
of conscious about the health. In [3] stated that in Malaysia, nutrition information has turned out to be one of the
major components incorporated in Malaysian Dietary Guideline in order to promote healthy dietary habits
among Malaysians. Since the health issues that are associated with the food and nutritional labelling are
increasing, consumers are now giving more attention to that matter [4]. Hence, there is no doubt that nutritional
labelling is one of the most important issues that must be known by all consumers.

Apart from that, not all group of consumer are very conscious about the nutrition labels. Most consumers
usually have their own priorities that may lead them to be involved more in the nutritional labelling. This is
supported by the statement from [5]. They claimed that consumers who have a health problem and require
dietary limitations are most likely to use nutrition labels during shopping. In addition, those who wish to avoid
unwanted nutrients in food products are also affected by nutrition labels in their purchases [6].

Gender plays a significant role in the usage of nutrition labelling. Most of the researchers including [7] have
concluded that females have high tendency to use food labels and are more health conscious compared to males.
In [8-9] has also reached the same conclusion. They found that females were expected to have more use of the
nutrition information on food labels and are usually willing to pay more for nutritious food.

There are many reasons why women are more interested in nutritional labelling, thus it may lead them to
choose more nutritious food. This is supported by [7], whereby it claimed that the core reason females were
more interested in nutritional labelling was that they were more concerned about their body weights and images.
Hence, they used nutrition information to identify and select foods with less fat and calorie. Apart from that,
healthier food choice also influences females to pay more attention to nutrition labels. In [7] stated that most
females may have special dietary requirements, thus nutrition label may guide them to make healthier food
choices. In [9] has convinced that women would pay more attention to the nutritional composition of food, and
the usage of nutrition labelling would be more frequent in order for them to make a healthier choice.

On the other hand, males showed lower tendency in the usage of nutrition labelling. This is supported by [5]
where they have claimed that men are less likely to use nutritional label than female. In [9] has discussed the
reason men were not interested in the nutritional labelling. Among the reasons are most of the males do not agree
that nutritional information is valuable, and that information may aid in food choice or that health is a matter of
prominence to them. However, in [5] added that males do involve in nutritional labelling but only to choose
foods with higher levels of protein. This is probably where most of them really care about their body image.

In a nutshell, it was clear that females are usually giving more attention towards the nutritional labelling
compared to male. In the opinion of researchers, men should also take nutritional labelling seriously. This is
where everyone knows that now there are many diseases related to the unhealthy eating and diet. Even though
men are very active in doing exercises, but still it cannot ensure them not to contract diseases such as obesity or
coronary heart disease.

Group of Consumer with Different Level of Education

Demographic characteristics such as the level of education also influence the usage of nutrition labelling.
Consumers with different level of education have different involvement in the food label. Most of the researchers
claimed that consumers with tertiary education have higher tendency to use nutritional labelling. This was
convinced by the findings in [7] whereby participants with at least a bachelor degree prefer nutrition labelling.
This is also supported by [10]. They claim that respondents that have tertiary education were more likely to use
the nutrition information on the food label compared to those with a secondary education that only have
Malaysian Certificate of Education (SPM) certificate or something similar.

Furthermore, there are many reasons that may lead higher education consumers to be involved in the
nutritional labelling. As said by [7], a higher education level would allow the user to benefit more from nutrition
information. This is where consumers with higher education level can understand the information on the
nutrition label, which then could provide them more information. The study also suggested that a higher
education level would offer the consumer tremendous advantage of being more informed about nutrition, thus
are more able to interpret the nutrition information. In contrast, consumer with lower level of education pays a
little attention towards nutritional labelling. This may be due to the fact that they have some problems in
understanding the nutrition labelling. As discovered by [7], lower education level would affect the accuracy of
reading food labels. In other words, it does not mean that less educated consumers do not participate at all in the
information exploration. They do, but only concentrate on nutrition labels as compared to the educated consumer
who look at both food labels and ingredient list [11].

Different education level may influence consumer towards nutritional labelling in various ways. Highly
educated consumer may have a better chance of assessing all information in nutrition labelling as compared to
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lower education consumer. Hence, media should play their role in promoting the benefit of nutritional labelling
in the simplest way to less educated consumer so that they become more interested.

Group of Rural and Urban Consumers

Based on the reading, it was convinced that both rural and urban consumers showed different awareness and
different usage of nutritional labelling. Different researchers have different findings regarding the awareness
among rural and urban consumers. According to the research by [1], households in non-city or rural areas are
more likely to use nutritional labels. This is where they are more aware of their children eating habits, thus will
provide the best for them to have better growth. Interestingly, in [12] also claimed that consumers living in rural
areas are more likely to use nutritional information emphasized on the ingredients, sodium, vitamins/minerals
and fibre content on food packages than others in the urban areas. This is based on the fact that consumers in the
rural area are less busy compared to those in urban areas, which make them have plenty of time to shop. Hence,
they have more time to check the nutrition information on food packages.

However, there are different arguments coming from other researcher. In [13] found that based on their
study, consumers in suburban and urban areas are more focused on the ingredient list and nutrition information.
Apart from that, they also indicate that the rural consumers were not at ease with the usage of English Language
on the food packages. Indirectly, it will influence their awareness and usage of the nutrition labelling. In [12]
also added that consumer in the urban area is more aware due to the extensive exposure about the importance of
nutrition labelling from various media. In [14] say that urban consumer was more likely to read nutrition sections
while acquiring the food products rather than rural consumers. Besides, based on their research conducted in
Malawi, they also claim that the nutrition knowledge among both rural and urban consumers is the same. In
terms of the individual components, rural consumers are more knowledgeable about the dietary
recommendations in Malawi than urban counterparts. In contrast, urban consumers showed better consciousness
about the interactions between diet and cancer and coronary heart disease as compared to rural one.

In conclusion, it can be concluded that both rural and urban consumers have different level of awareness
regarding the nutritional labelling. Different researchers reported different findings that may lead to no
conclusive result. Based on the literature, more methods should be carried out to increase the awareness among
the rural consumers since most of them do not entirely understand English and have less knowledge about the
nutritional labelling. Simple usage of English with more attractive nutrition labelling may help to attract them to
read more.

Classification of Age among Consumers

There are 3 types of classifications of age among consumers that include the teenagers, adults and elders.
These 3 groups are behaving differently towards nutritional labelling. There are some that they aware about
nutritional labelling and there are some that they take it lightly. The elders are more concerned on healthy
lifestyle compared to adults and teenagers. The statement is supported by [15] where the education on food
labels towards elders with diabetes has been beneficial to them. It helps them to choose food that is suitable for
their health condition. In addition, the elders have positive attitude towards nutritional labelling and the
consumers in the group appreciate the nutritional value of food that may help them to be more concerned about
their health and physical condition [16].

Teenagers are the group that has least care and awareness towards nutritional labelling. This is where
teenagers are not sensitive towards nutritional labelling and the nutrition in food that may cause by the lack of
exposure regarding the awareness and nutrition knowledge [17]. However, there are some groups of teenagers
that take this matter seriously because they put more concern on their diet to have excellent body weight [18].
Even though there are researches that show the elders have the highest awareness, there are also a few studies
that have verified that the usage of nutritional labelling is high among adults too [19]. The statement is supported
by [16] where the adults with families show high level of awareness in reading the nutrition label because their
desire to give their families nutritious foods. Besides, the group may be considered as the group with the highest
financial capabilities compared to the elders that are mostly retirees and teenagers that consist of young students.

Importance of Nutritional Labelling to Consumers and Manufacturers
Consumers

The second objective of the paper is to review the importance of nutritional labelling to consumers and
manufacturers in purchasing the product. It is heavily discussed in the literature review that there are many
benefits of nutritional labelling to the consumers. Most of the researchers stated that the most important factor
that attracts the customer towards nutritional labelling is to make healthier food choices. This was verified by the
statement from [12] whereby nutrition labelling can educate consumers to choose healthier food options. When
consumers are focusing more on the nutritional labelling to make healthier choice, it may lead them to have a
better life and help them to decide what food to buy. Interestingly, in [13] found that the nutrition labelling give
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consumers the advantages to assess the food before purchasing. By doing that, at least consumers can check what
kind of foods that are not suitable for their health. Eventually, it may lead them to make healthy food choices.

The second important matter that may lead the consumers to pay more attention to nutritional labelling is the
fact to avoid diet-related disease. Many researchers including [20] agreed that the factor ranks in the second
making healthier food choice. Due to the increasing cases of diseases related to unhealthy diet such as obesity,
coronary heart disease, overweight and so on, it influences consumers to pay more attention to nutritional
labelling. This was convinced whereby in Australia, almost two-thirds of adults (63%) and a quarter of children
(25%) are currently classified as either overweight or obese [20]. In my point of view, the factor linked with the
first element whereby when consumer makes healthier food choice, it may prevent them from contracting the
diet-related disease.

The third factor that causes consumers to read the nutritional labelling is to maintain body weight. From
1213 respondents being interviewed, 85% or above agreed that nutrition labelling may promote a balanced diet
thus may maintain the healthy body weight [12]. In [21] added, reading nutrition labels may help consumers to
make the right food choices when they were trying to lose weight or prevent weight gain. Especially for
female customers, they were very conscious about their body image hence it was crucial for them to read the
nutritional labelling when they purchase food products.

The other factor is to have better dietary intake or to reduce the consumption of unhealthy food [12].
Consumer must know that nutrition labelling may contribute to a better dietary consumption or able to decrease
the intake of unhealthy foods [1]. However, there were arguments coming from other researchers about the
importance of nutrition labelling to the consumers. In [22] argued that nutritious food does not affect user to
change their consumption of the unhealthy food product such as carbonated drink and chips. This means that
consumers need to be educated about the beneficial impact of making healthy food choices first [7]. In
conclusion, consumers may obtain many benefits if they check the nutritional labelling while purchasing the
food products. All those factors discussed are significant and may lead them to have a better life now and in the
future.

Manufacturer

Nutrition labelling is also crucial from manufacturer point of views. According to [13], manufacturers are
responsible for producing and selling products. By using the nutritional labelling, it acts as a communication tool
that may communicate the information of the product to potential consumers. Based on [2], it was stated that by
using new, standardized and easy to read format of nutritional labelling, it may guide consumers to understand
the content of food product clearly. Eventually, it may lead them to evaluate the quality of each product before
deciding to purchase.

Most of the manufacturers agreed that the provision of nutrition labelling is necessary if it may give them
more revenues [1]. They also highlighted that nutritious food may be used as a point-of-sale method or method
that may give them more profit if they can provide the information about their product correctly. Apart from that,
in [13] also verified that manufacturers may expect what consumers are interested in and therefore they may
focus on that information in order to attract more customers. Since consumers nowadays are very health
conscious, they are looking for food that may benefit their health. More than that, if the manufacturer follows the
regulations by emphasising more on the nutritional properties of the food products, indirectly it will guide the
consumers to have better choices [23]. If the nutrition labelling regulations encourage food companies to develop
more food with less unhealthy nutrients, then it may benefit the entire population [24].

The Different Methods in Promoting Nutrition Labelling Among Consumer

Looking at the different methods in promoting nutrition labelling among consumer is researcher’s third
objective of the study. It can be seen from the literatures that each country has a different approach on how to
educate their citizen with regards to nutritional labelling. Among the methods discussed were healthy logo,
Traffic Light Labelling (TLL) and Facts Up Front [25]. It can be a guideline for consumers to choose the right
products before buying.

In developed countries such as United States of America, the existence of nutritional labelling is widely
accepted by consumers because the country is at war with childhood obesity that kept increasing from day to
day. The importance of nutritional labelling was also indicated by the effort of the First Lady Michelle Obama to
be the principal contributor to the consolidation of nutritional labelling in the country. In America, the Facts Up
Front programme is developed by Grocery Manufacturers Association (GMA) and Food Marketing Institute
(FMI). First Lady Michelle Obama has supported the new tools that need to be supplied by food and beverage
industry in helping Americans to consume healthier food [26]. Since it has been introduced to the consumers, the
manufacturers have volunteered to join the programme. This shows that they can cooperate to give the best to the
consumers.

While America is implementing Facts Up Front programme, Belgium and Germany are using the same
approaches including the Guideline Daily Amounts (GDA), TLL and healthy logo. However, according to [27],
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the TLL is not working because consumers are still with their old habit. However, there are some arguments
regarding the programme. A British study has stated that colour and text are needed for more understanding and
a study from Food Standards Agency exclaimed that the programme is a good idea to educate consumers [27].
Generally, TLL programme is better compared to GDA where only 5% of users are able to find the better
products while 34% of respondent is unable to choose a better product when using GDA programme.

Interestingly, Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) countries are using different approaches in
nutritional labelling. In Brunei, the state did not make any nutritional labelling as mandatory for the food product
[28]. It has been a challenge for food legislation and nutritional labelling because of dependence on imported
foods in Brunei. Besides, manufacturers in Brunei only need to claim that it has nutrition information panel [29].
However, issues on food regulation standards and requirements will need to be improved and strengthened more
in the future.

It is different in Indonesia and Thailand where they are using regulations to make the nutritional label
mandatory for several types of foods. For example such as baby foods, dietary foods, dairy products and other
foods as are specified by the Director-General for Indonesia. It includes the rules for foods with nutrition claim,
comparative claim or nutrient function claim, foods with claims of specific benefits or functions to the body or
specific ingredients, foods for particular target groups and other foods prescribed by the Food and Drug
Administration Office. On the other hand, Singapore is taking another approach. A voluntary programme was
launched in 1997 to initiate nutrition labelling for an extensive variety of general foods. The Ministry of Health
Singapore also published Nutritional Labelling Handbook that is used to describe in details the format for a
typical nutrition information panel [28]. The country also uses healthy logo to facilitate consumers to choose
healthier food products [24].

In Malaysia, regulations and acts for nutrition were established in 1983 and 1985 with no provision stated
for labelling of food products [29]. However, Malaysia has achieved many developments for the last 29 years in
terms of nutritional and dietary labelling in accordance with the development of the country as supported by
[28]. In 1997, the Ministry of Health (MOH) has launched The Healthy Eating Campaign where the campaign
highlighted four main topics t including the nutritional labelling. The purpose of launching the programme is to
make the citizen to be well-informed consumers by understanding the food and nutrition labelling. Furthermore,
MOH has also been collaborating with various organisations in order to comprehend more food labelling and
provision of healthy food choices.

Besides Regulation and Act for Food in 1983 and 1985, the MOH has proclaimed to make improvements in
the past regulations by formulating a new law that has obligatory nutritional labelling for core nutrients such as
energy, carbohydrates, protein and fats. To explain this new rule, the related parties have organised seminars in
order to publicise the proposed regulations to the food industry. Arguments inside the MOH about nutrition
labelling are also included to encourage the education of nutritional labelling among consumer. As the prime
message to educate the public, leaflets have been the medium to educate the public on ‘read the label’ habit in
purchasing the product [28].

It is noted that ASEAN countries especially Malaysia were far behind in terms of nutritional labelling as
compared to other well developed countries. Hence, aggressive efforts should be taken by Asian countries
specifically Malaysia, Brunei and Indonesia to educate consumers on the awareness and importance of
nutritional labelling before buying food products. Moreover, suitable programmes on nutritional labelling such
as giving a comprehensive training and education as well as testing the product that might attract the community
to stay and learn effectively may serve as a starting point for all these countries.

CONCLUSION

The study concludes that nutritional labelling is very crucial in influencing consumers to purchase a product.
Aggressive efforts from the manufacturers and suppliers need to be done especially in marketing their product.
All three research objectives were achieved. Based on the first research objective, it has been shown that a
different group possesses different level of awareness regarding the nutritional labelling. In terms of gender, it is
clear that females are usually giving more attention towards the nutritional labelling as compared to male. This
may be due to the fact that women are more concerned towards their body and image as well as to make
healthier food choices. Hence, recommendation should be done by encouraging males to take nutritional
labelling seriously. Increasing their participation in purchasing process with their mates can achieve this.

In terms of education, highly educated consumers have more awareness compared to the less educated ones.
They have better understanding of the information provided in nutritional labelling thus may interpret it very
well. Hence, mass media should play their role very well in promoting the benefit of nutritional labelling in the
simplest way to less educated consumer so that they become more interested in it. On the other hand, between
rural and urban consumers, it is noted that both rural and urban consumer have different level of awareness
regarding the nutritional labelling. Hence, several approaches should be exerted to increase the awareness among
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the rural consumers. Most of them do not fully understand the usage of English and have less knowledge about
the nutritional labelling. The last group is the elder’s group that has the most concern to undergo a healthy
lifestyle by positively taking action during purchasing by reading the nutritional labelling. Among the 3 groups,
the elderly are usually diagnosed with disease. The level of awareness on nutritional labelling between the
groups is followed by the adults and the least aware about nutritional labelling is the teenagers.

Moreover, the second objective summarized that there are numerous advantages of nutritional labelling. It is
indeed beneficial to both parties: manufacturers/suppliers and end users/consumers when government enforced
rules on nutrient labelling and make it compulsory for each food products. From the consumer point of view,
nutrition labelling is paramount for them because they may make healthier food choices to avoid diet-related
diseases and maintain ideal body weight. Besides, they may also have better dietary intake and may reduce the
consumption of unhealthy food. When they are focusing more on the nutritional labelling while purchasing the
product, definitely they may get all those benefits thus may contribute to a better lifestyle. From the
manufacturer point of view, nutritional labelling may act as a communication tool in providing relevant and
accurate information about their products in the proper way. Besides, it may also generate and give more revenue
to the manufacturers. Through nutritional labelling also, manufacturers may expect what consumers are
interested in, thus may focus on that information to attract more customers.

The last objective is to discuss the different methods of promoting nutrition labelling among consumers.
Among the famous methods used by well developed countries like the USA and Belgium are healthy logo, TLL
and Facts Up Front. It can be concluded that Malaysia is still far behind compared to developed countries
especially in the strategies to approach customers. Hence, it is crucial for the government to work on the issue
and take action to establish rules and regulations regarding nutritional labelling. Malaysia needs to impose on
creating awareness and educating consumers the importance of nutritional labelling before buying food products.
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