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Summary

The food industry has been working to address concerns about the health of the nation, and in the past year, labels have been developed which are used on the front of food packaging to help shoppers understand what they are buying. There is widespread agreement that this labelling has been introduced for the health and wellbeing of their customers and yet we are currently faced with two different types of labels: Traffic Lights and Guideline Daily Amounts (GDA).

As an online network for parents with over 260,000 members, Netmums has taken the lead in finding out what mums really think about food labelling. The survey was completed by over 17,000 mums and the results are overwhelmingly clear.

Almost 80% of mums thought that the traffic light scheme was preferable to the GDA scheme. It allowed decisions to be made more easily and that was considered extremely important.

Those that liked the GDA scheme appreciated the additional information that percentages provided and there were some very sensible suggestions that the two schemes could in fact be combined, so that the traffic lights included percentages too. 

The results provide clear evidence that the traffic light scheme will be most effective at allowing parents to choose healthy options for their children. Almost all of those surveyed (96%) said they would be using the new labelling, so this is a real opportunity for food retailers and manufacturers to make a positive difference to the health of families.
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 Netmums and healthy eating
Netmums is a national parenting website that provides information and support to parents and carers of young children.  It was set up in Harrow to provide local information to help mums who were feeling isolated.  It now has a membership of over 260,000 with around 10,000 new members joining every month and covers all subjects.  

In 2003, Netmums launched a campaign calling for food manufacturers, advertisers and retailers to 'Stop Pushing Junk Food to our Children'. It was set up in response to concerns expressed by Netmums members, and with the intention of giving ordinary parents a voice in the debate on how to improve our children's health through their diet.

Netmums responded to the findings by developing online materials to help parents to cook for from fresh ingredients as well as successfully spreading the healthy eating message.   We have also been working with the FSA, campaign organisations and the food industry with a view to making it easier for parents can feed their families a healthier diet.
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 Front of pack labelling 

In 2003, a survey showed that 98% of mothers wanted clearer labelling on their food.  They wanted more chance to choose healthy options without being bewildered and distracted by other claims and information presented on the packaging.

Front of pack labelling, in whatever form, is a good step towards helping everyone to understand what they are eating and judge what is appropriate as part of a balanced diet. However, having two different schemes is confusing for shoppers who are trying to compare products. For maximum benefit to families we need one labelling scheme to be used by all supermarkets and all food companies. 
We asked Netmums members which front of pack labelling scheme they preferred. 

The online survey was conducted between 29th January 2007 and 7th February 2007.  The questions are shown in Appendix 1. It was completed by 17,187 Netmums members, and over 6,000 also provided a personal comment.

Netmums members come from all parts of the UK and from all walks of life. They are mostly mothers with children under 11 years old. 
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The Findings
1. How easy is it to see which is healthier using the Traffic Light scheme?
(Two food labels from different makes of Lasagne were shown)
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Three quarters of respondents said they could determine the healthy option at a glance using the traffic light scheme.  22% could see the healthy option with a bit of concentration and effort. Only a very small percentage of the sample found it difficult to work out the healthy option using the Traffic Light scheme.

2. How easy is it to see which is healthier using the Guideline Daily Allowance scheme?
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Significantly fewer parents (18%) found it possible to work out which of the two options presented was more healthy using the GDA scheme. The majority (60%) were able to work out the healthy option with a bit of concentration and effort, but a higher proportion (over 22%) found it difficult to work out the healthy option compared to the traffic light scheme.

3. Which types of labels would you prefer to see on the front of packets?  Traffic Light Scheme or GDA scheme?
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8 out of 10 respondents preferred the Traffic Light scheme to the GDA scheme.
Those that preferred the traffic light scheme did so because it was quick and easy to use.  Many parents commented that with limited time to concentrate on food labelling the simplicity of the Traffic Light scheme made it more workable.

“I think the traffic light labelling is laid out a lot more easier than the other labelling system. With screaming babies and a toddler i would rather go into a supermarket and be satisfied that even with children i can still make an healthier choice for my family just by looking at a red amber and green coding rather than having to stand there and read the amount of calories etc that’s in the food.”
Those that favoured the GDA scheme because it gave them more information and they considered the other scheme too simplistic.  

“Although guideline daily allowance labels slightly more complicated I do prefer as gives you the percentage of daily intake as well as actual amount.” 
The Traffic Light scheme was not only considered useful for busy mums, a number also commented on the value for those with poor eye sight.

“The traffic light scheme seems to me to be the best, red is bad so if a food has a lot of red on the label you know to avoid it potentially. The percentage scheme requires you to look at the individual figures and do a compare and contract, thinking of my mother in law who suffers with Glaucoma, and is buying for her husband who is diabetic, the percentage option would be a nightmare for her, but seeing colours comparatively easy.” 
A number of parents suggested that they would prefer to see both schemes present on front of pack labels.  Some companies, such as Marks and Spencer and McCain’s have adopted both schemes very successfully.
“I think the best type of labelling would the traffic light colour system, but with the GDAs included. That way it's easy to tell at a glance how healthy something is, but for people (like me) who want more information, the GDA is there as well.” 

4. How often will you use the labels on the front of packets when shopping for your family?
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Over 96% of parents surveyed said that they would use the front of pack labelling often or sometimes.   A clear indication that front of packet labelling will be an effective tool to improve the health of the nation.

5. Where do you do most of your shopping?
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The survey showed that the shopping habits of the respondents is roughly in line with the national sales trends. It might be expected that there would be significant differences in the preferences of consumers according to which food labelling scheme they had already experienced. Different supermarkets have largely adopted different schemes, so for example, Tesco shoppers, who are more familiar with the GDA scheme, might be expected to favour it.

In fact, current experience was shown to have little impact on preference, with three quarters of Tesco shoppers preferring the Traffic Light scheme.
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Additional comments were made about the difficulties of online shopping and it was suggested that they should also have access to the front of pack information too.

“I think it would be best fi everyone used the same system- would make it much easier- also this information ought to be online too, I do most of my grocery shopping online and am put off buying different things if I can't get this sort of information” 

“I would definitely make different choices, however I do my main family grocery shopping via Tesco.com as I don't drive and can't get to a supermarket for all my heavy shopping. It would be easier if these labels were added to the grocery internet shopping sites too.” 

Country and region variations

The results showed that there were no major variation between different England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland in that around 80% of the sample for each country showed a preference for the Traffic Light scheme.  Equally there was no major variation between regions within England.
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Conclusions

In the past year, new labels have started appearing on the front of food packets to help consumers decide whether what they are buying is healthy or not. The aim is to allow consumers to have better information about the choices they are making, whether they are choosing between a sandwich and a salad for lunch, or between two types of pizza for tea.

By helping people to understand what their food contains, it should allow and even encourage them to choose more healthy options, whether that be a healthier version of the same processed food or to reduce their intake of particularly unhealthy foods altogether.

If parents who are responsible for feeding their families start to make new choices, this should be good news for the long term health of the nation.  

So far, two different schemes have been developed: the Traffic Light scheme and the Guideline Daily Allowance scheme. Traffic Lights interpret the proportion of key food constituents, such as saturated fat, by giving a green, amber or red symbol to show whether it is relatively healthy or unhealthy. The Guideline Daily Amount scheme interprets the proportion of the same constituents as a percentage of the daily intake of an adult.

Having two different schemes is confusing for shoppers who are trying to compare products, but more importantly, if one works better than the other, we should be adopting the one which works best for consumers.

The results of this survey show that mothers overwhelmingly prefer the Traffic Light scheme. Even amongst the shoppers at Tesco, where they are now used to using the GDA scheme, three-quarters of those surveyed said they preferred the Traffic Lights. 

The 6,000 additional comments provided by Netmums members made it clear that simple labelling allowing easy decisions was valued most. Those that liked the GDA scheme appreciated the additional information that percentages provided and there were some very sensible suggestions that the two schemes could in fact be combined, so that the traffic lights included percentages too.

Netmums challenges food manufacturers and retailers to adopt the traffic light scheme, as it will be most effective at allowing parents to choose healthy options for their children. 

The vast majority of those surveyed (96%) said they would be using the new labelling schemes. It doesn’t mean that parents will stop buying any sweet or fatty foods, but it will help them to ensure that they are giving children an appropriate and balanced diet, and this is a real opportunity for food manufacturers to take responsibility for making a positive difference to children’s health.

Appendix 1

The Netmums Food Survey 2007
	
1. This is the Traffic Light scheme
Here are two labels from two different types of Lasagna
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	How easy is it to see which is healthier? 

	 
	a) very easily - at a glance
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	b) with a bit of concentration and effort
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	c) it was hard work
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	d) it doesn't mean much to me I'm afraid
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2. This is the Guideline Daily Allowance scheme

Again two labels from different types of Lasagna
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	How easy is it to see which is healthier?

	 
	a) very easily - at a glance
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3. Which types of labels would you prefer to see on the front of packets?

	Guideline Daily Allowance
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4. How often will you use the labels on the front of packets when shopping for your family?

	 
	often
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	sometimes
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	don't know
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	5. Where do you do most of your shopping? 

	 
	Tesco 
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	Sainsbury's
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	Asda
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	Morrisons 
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	Waitrose
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	Coop
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	M+S
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Appendix 2 – Parents’ Comments
Over 6,000 comments were received from respondents to the survey.  Included below is a selection of comments but many more can be read the Netmums website.

This is VERY important to me, I want to be able to see at a glance what i am buying for my family. I have two children and don't have time to stand in the supermarket reading labels when they are with me. The traffic light system means i can see in a second how healthy a product is and I  would be more likely to buy a product that used the system. 

I now require glasses for reading and do not always have them available when shopping, so the traffic light symbols are easier to identify rather than having to decipher lots of numbers which are very close to one another. 
At a time when obesity in general and child obesity in particular are on the rise supermarkets have a responsibility to make labelling as clear as possible and standardised across the industry. The colours make for good 'at a glance' information but it is also helpful to know intake percentages.

I much prefer the traffic light system. It's good to have the information on the front as it's much quicker than turning the packet over and straining to read the small print. Also the red would make me stop and look at something more closely (perhaps something I pick up regularly). The traffic light system makes it easy to teach children of all ages what to look out for and to compare foods. The red makes it easier to stop pester power. 

Labelling on kids food is especially important. Anything which requires actually reading the label is not so good, if we had to go round and read every label on all the food we were buying then shopping times would be doubled. I liked the traffic light scheme, if you didn't want to look in detail it gives you an immediate indicator, also it's quite nice in that if you do see a lot of red then it might make you think twice about what you are buying and maybe go and make a healthier choice.

It would certainly make it easier to make healthier choices when shopping for groceries. I would prefer to see the guideline daily allowance labels as they have more information than the traffic light labels.

This type of labelling is very important to me as I currently use it to make healthy choices when shopping. I don't have strong feelings as to which type of labelling is used as long as the information is there. 

I feel the traffic light system is much better even those people with sight impairments will be able to understand the red is a risk and green is safe. Please lets get the whole nation involved! 

Traffic light system is far easier. People who can’t read, would be able to understand the traffic light system far easier.
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