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Abstract: The need for a systematic education of consumers, mainly young consumers, for
food quality and safety, is resulting both from an extensive research and surveys and from
taking into account the health of the population. Through the research conducted we aimed to
determine students' perception from the “Anghel Saligny” Technical College and of the
Faculty of Economic, Juridical and Administrative Sciences from the “George Bacovia”
University, Bacau, on the quality and safety of food, the motivations and the existing limits.
We also analyzed the way in which students emphasize their knowledge about quality and food
safety.
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Introduction
Mankind has progressed and is continuously progressing towards searching, knowing and attracting
new food sources. In addition, new technologies, non-conventional raw materials, food additives led to
an unprecedented development of the food product, from simple to complex, from natural to synthetic,
from normal product to a fortified one etc.

Food is vital for all of us. The average person consumes 30 tons of food during his lifetime under
various versions of diet that varies according to country, tradition, family, age, etc. Each person sits at
table at about 80 000 times. In many countries, more than 40 % of meals are served outside homes.
The new manufacturing and food preserving technologies, the supply diversity, the products quality
but also the leisure’s with which food is used in the rapid cooking kitchen, have prompted significant
changes in consumer preferences for food quality and safety.

Ironically, modern food system problems have started once with its success, Have become the subject
of many scientific or public debates and also of such books as Food policy (Marion Nestle, 2007), End
of feed (Paul Roberts, 2009), Fast food people (Eric Schlosser, 2001), Who will feed China (Lester
Brown, 1996), What will we eat more? (Gh. Mencinicopschi, 2011).

The issue of food as a commodity is dealt by numerous international, regional or national bodies. They
have developed a whole set of regulations to ensure quality and food safety, consumer and
environment protection.

The consumer represents the final point of the food chain. A food that was in good condition at the
time of its purchasing must be treated carefully in order to avoid waste, contamination in the
household conditions. Lifelong education is increasingly necessary. Global economic crisis, ecological
imbalance, lack of evidence of public information is all but arguments in favour of the increasing
capacity of organizations and families to inform and educate.

Based on the question “How do consumers choose a food based on quality and whether it has the
necessary knowledge about the main features of that product quality and safety?” we tried to find a
possible solution by applying a questionnaire to young students.

Our study represents a secondary comparative analysis of surveys conducted at the European level on
the protection and consumer behaviour with respect to the quality and safety of food (special
EUROBAROMETRE bearing the topic “Consumer Protection in the Internal Market”, European
Commission, 2008; EUROBAROMETRE on “security food, food quality and the countryside”-
European Commission, 2012; European Food Safety Authority survey - 2010).
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1. The Right to Health and Food Safety
The safety of a foodstuff product is a component of the food safety, human nutrition and it refers to
three aspects that a foodstuff product should fulfil when it being unprocessed, partially processed or
created [1, 41]: it should have nutritional intrinsic value, it should have bio-disposable nutritional
value and should have innocuity.

Food safety refers to protecting consumers from dangerous products for their life and health.
Responsibility for the protection of consumer’s health belongs to: state by specialist bodies and
control authorities, manufacturers, importers, retailers and consumers themselves. Food should be
safe. Food safety is ensured by quality. Quality is checked, it is certified. The way in which quality is
checked must be learned. Certification means self-assessment and accountability. The consumer must
receive a guarantee that food is safe.

Food safety should be part of the “culture of quality” at which there must participate:
* Governments and relevant bodies;

» Companies;

e Schools and universities;

¢ The media;

« Consumers.

Food security has deteriorated lately worldwide, its issue highlighting a series of dangers for the food
consumer. It is about the nutritional value and balanced nutrition and long-term effects of
controversial ingredients.

About controversial ingredients the consumer knows little, whether they are not informed nor educated
to take a decision in favour of their own safety. A cause of food security vulnerability would be the
one that the boundary between legal and illegal in manufacturing recipes is confuse and new
technologies and new ingredients have led to the extension of the validity period, the benefit being
often, exclusively on manufacturer favour [2, 209].

Within the UN programs for the decades of economic and social development there have been

integrated food and nutrition policies adopted by both its specialized bodies - FAO and WHO. These

were strongly committed to act in the most recent plan areas and aspects of food security and food

safety, including:

- increasing food security assessment services by emphasizing the role of WISRA (World Information
System and Rapid Alert);

- strengthening the control and increase food security;

- achieving consistency and compatibility between national regulation and legislation and
international regulations, particularly those of the Codex Alimentary;

- balance between environment, population and food supply;

- demographic pressures, rural exodus and their implications for food;

- reduce nutrient deficiencies and food and nutrition support maternal, infant and child;

- food sanitation development by emphasizing its function to prevent disease and biological or
chemical contamination;

- programmes for special fields, like food, water, medicine.

2. The Right to Be Informed
One of the four fundamental rights of the consumer, stated since 1962, was the right to be informed.
Within the international legislation and within the actual Law of consumer’s protection in Romania
there is stated even today this fundamental right, the one to be correctly and completely informed. The
Consumer’s code states that “consumers have the right to be completely, correctly and precisely
informed about the essential characteristics of the products and services, (...) and thus to have the
possibility to make a rational choice between different products and services offered, according to

their economic interests and of other nature and be capable to use them according to their destination,
on full safety and security” [3, Art. 41].
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Consumer’s information appears as a phenomenon of full transparency of market relations, of the
competition development. Better informed the consumers will know to make a better choice and they
will direct their attention to those products and services which are sure and which ratio quality/price
will favour them.

Respecting the consumer’s right to information is extremely important under the circumstances in
which there is an imbalance between the degree of awareness, information and communication from
the part of the economic agent and that of the buyer. The obligation to inform comes mainly to
economic agents and this should not confound with publicity. One might believe, as in case of
tobacco, that the responsibility for the food safety comes exclusively to the consumers (“Buy
foodstuffs ....The ingredients can harm health!”).

The safety of foodstuffs can not become a real fact but when it becomes a responsibility of all those
involved in the food industry field, from professionals to consumers. The best thing to be done in
putting into practice the safety of food is to be well informed about the basic principles of producing
foodstuffs, of their correct storage, treatment. Thus the right to food can not be broken.
In other words, the right to information regarding the food product quality and safety [2, 211]:
o should be respected by all those involved in the food chain;
o the consumer should be helped to understand the necessity and the importance of information;
e the consumer should use the information in their favour.

The growth in consumer’s trust regarding the safety of the product and implicitly preventing the risks
in their use, imposes a correct labelling of the products, meaning readable, useful, essential
information and clear instruction regarding eventual dangers (especially for children), but at the same
time, encouraging the consumer to read the labels and valorise the information they contain.

During the last years there were really great concerns about some facts regarding the valorising of
information at some food products traded within the European market. “Well informed and correctly
educated consumers” is one of the strategic objectives of the EU. The European Consumers’
Centres Net (ECC-Net) aims to strengthen the consumer’s trust, offering the citizens information
regarding their rights as consumers, facilitating thus the ways in which the information should be
followed, in case of trans-border controversial.

3. Companies’ Strategy Regarding the Legislation in the Food Industry Field
Figure no. 1 presents the adapting strategy of the companies which produce, import or trade foodstuffs
goods, to the international, European and national legislation regarding quality and foodstuffs safety
and consumer’s protection.

UN directive princuples regarding

consumer’s protection Legislation
International standards of food safety

International standards for quality assurance

International recommendations and

standards for specifications (ISO, FAO/

OMS etc.)
e The deontological code of international food
trade N - FIRM
e European and international legislation Eufopf{an
regarding quality and consumer’s protection legislation STRATEGY

International regulations regarding
foodstuffs packaging, brand and label
International, European and national
standards regarding the certification of
products/services and their quality systems
e National standards for product etc.

National

legislation

Figure no. 1 The strategy of company adapting to the exigencies regarding the quality of foodstuffs goods
and consumer’s safety [2, 204]
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The law of food safety is essential in assuring a high level of the protection of human health and life.
The European Union strategy is to follow the food chain “from the farm to the fork”. The labels have
the role to give information in order to help people make the correct choice between different
products, without error as concerns their quality.

4. Concerns about How to Respect the European Consumer’s Right
The agenda of the European consumer presents measure meant to lead to the attaining of the
strategic objectives of EU enlargement, Europe 2020. The agenda has been elaborated having in mind
four main objectives, aimed to increase the consumer’s trust [4]:

o The consolidation of the consumers’ safety as concerns goods, services and foodstuffs, by
consolidating the regulating framework and by making the market survey in a more efficient
way;

e Improving knowledge in order to help consumers to face a greater complexity of the market,
offering them the necessary instruments and information for a better understanding, starting
from the content of a label up the solving claims. This fact is important both for consumers
and for companies, and the role of the consumers’ organizations is essential;

e Improving the correct application of law and assuring the possibility to obtain
reparations, without which the rights can not exist into practice;

e Adapting the policies to the changes taking place at the level of the society and of
everyday reality: adapting the legislation concerning the consumers’ protection to the digital
era and approaching online the problems confronting consumers; taking into account the needs
of the vulnerable consumers; simplifying durable choices.

The agenda also aims to some other fundamental actions, which should put into practice up to 2014.
An important action of informing has been realized during the last years by inquiries
EUROBAROMETRE type. According to the EUROBAROMETRE data regarding food security, the
quality of foodstuffs and the rural environment published in 2012 (http.//ec.europa.eu/agriculture/
surv.), for more than 90% of Europeans, the most important criteria when buying foodstuffs are
quality and price, origin and brand. Quality and price were considered “as very important” of 65%
and respectively 54% of the responders. Labels indicating quality are important for 66% of the
interviewed persons, revealing an improvement compared to previous years in recognizing the
different characteristics of quality.

Difficulties in finding the cheapest supply, to read labels and recognize different signs contributing at
taking the buying decision are but some of the difficulties which European consumers face:

- two persons out of 10 were not capable to identify the cheapest option for buying a product;

- only 58% knew how to read correctly the label of a product;

- 18% did not identified the validity term of a food product;

- only 20% knew hoe to identify the logo of the products.

Less than 50% of the interviewed persons feel confident, informed and protected in their quality as
consumers, is the conclusion of the study. Consumers who do not feel protected did not inform
themselves on their rights and about the ways they can claim them, shows the EUROMETRE. The
study was made in 29 countries (European Union — 27, Island and Norway) on a sample of 56,471
people.

Another survey realised in 2010 by the European Authority for Food Safety [5] (the second of this
type during the last 5 years), had as research objectives to measure the consumers’ concerns regarding
food and the risks associate to eating and to establish the level of trust of consumers in public
authorities responsible of matters regarding food safety. The survey has been realized on a
representative sample of 26,691 persons aged above 15 years old from all the 27 states. In Romania
the sample was of 1,013 persons.

According to the survey, Romania takes the second position in the EU, after Poland, regarding the
preoccupation of people for food additives, reveals the EUROBAROMETRE. Thus 74% of
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Romanians are concerned in connection with food additives such as dyes, preservatives or flavours
used in foodstuffs and drinks, while 79% of Polish people have the same perception.

The average at the level of the EU is of 66%. 79% of Romanians (51% of Europeans) do not consider
that the present-day foodstuffs offer a safety greater than it was 10 years ago, while 4% of Romanians
(7% of Europeans) responded “I don’t know”. 21% of Romanians appreciate as “very probable” the
risk that the products they eat harm their health, 47% consider “probable enough”, 23% - “not very
probable”, 6 % - “absolutely not probable”, and 3% responded “I don’t know”. At the level of the EU,
only 11% of the citizens consider that the risk the products they eat affect their health is “very
probable”, 37% - “probable enough”, 40% - “not very probable”, 9% - “not probable at all”, and 3%
responded “I don’t know”.

More than half of the Romanians (56%) associate “to a large extent” the foodstuffs and the process of
eating with the search for accessible prices (44% at the level of the EU), 50% with the selection of
fresh and tasty foodstuffs (58% at the level of the EU), 45% with the preoccupation regarding the
safety of foodstuffs (37% at the level of the EU) and 44% with satisfying hungry, a similar percentage
with that of EU.

The authors of the survey conclude that most Europeans associate foodstuffs and eating with pleasure,
that the persons concerned about the possible food risks have the tendency to be worried more about
the chemical contamination of the food than about the bacteriological contamination or other matters
linked to health and nutrition and most European trust the national and European agencies in charge of
food safety as sources of information about the possible risks associated to foodstuffs.

5. Research Methodology
The researches made in order to draw up this study had as main goal fo identify the college and higher
education students’ perception in a delimitated framework (a College and a University) with regards
to quality and food product safety.

The objectives of the research, following the precise goal were:

O1: Knowing the degree to which the subjects are interested in their quality as consumers about the
quality and safety of foodstuffs;

0.2: Identifying the subjects’ perception as regarding the responsibility of institution towards the right
of consumer to be correctly informed and protected;

0.3. Identifying the mechanism of evaluation as regards the safety of foodstuff products by the young
consumers.

The methods used in our research were according to the established objectives and were based upon a
literature study, the analysis of some European surveys, on qualitative methods consisting in the
observation of the way of understanding and motivating, on quantitative methods based upon the
obtaining of data by means of inquiry, using as instrument for data collecting the questionnaire applied
to college and higher education students

The questionnaire included 9 questions. The stage of pre-testing took place in the month of May 2013
and consisted in the application of the questionnaire to 10 higher education students, specialization
The Economy of Commerce, Tourism and Services, 2" grade. This stage was followed by the
introduction of some changes regarding the formulation of questions in such a way they could be
better understand by the respondents. Within the following stage (September — October 2013), the
final questionnaire was applied to college students 10" and 12" grades and to higher education
students 2™ and 3™ grades, economic and juridical specialization. The age of the respondents is
between 15 and 18 years (48% of the total), 19-24 years (48%), 25 years and over (3% of the total).
1% of the respondents have not specified their age. The number of applied questionnaires was of 503.

As regards the level of study, 32% of the college students are in the 12" grade, 36% are in the 10"
grade, 30% in the 11™ grade, 2 % have not specified their grade, 68% of the interviewed higher
education students are in the 2™ grade, 31% in the 3™ grade, and 1% of them have not specified their
grade.
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The results of the research
The questions inside the questionnaire aimed the following aspects:
e Informing young people as regards the quality of the food products;
e Understanding and correct interpretation of the information contained by the label of the food
product;
The motivation for purchasing decision;
Appreciating quality and safety of the fast-food products;
Waste of food;
Constant improvement of the quality culture and product safety;
Knowing the European Union legislation as regards the quality and product safety and
consumer’s protection.

Although 60% of the respondents appreciate that they are correctly informed regarding the quality of
foodstuff products, 75% consider that some information contained by the label of a food product are
not very clear and comprehensible.

Our hypothesis that college students and higher education students in their quality of consumers are
not ready to use in a correct way the information about the quality and safety of a food product proved
to be true. Besides at the European level also, only 58% of the interviewed consumers understand this
information.

The decision of buying is taken according quality (36%), price (20%), brand (15%), price and quality
(29%). There are also here some differences compared to the results of the EUROBAROMETRE in
the sense that our respondents prefer the choice according to price.

67% of the respondents throw food products both for surplus (70%) reasons and due to unsatisfying
quality (30%). Most college students and higher education students have considered that the school,
the university, the family, the media are the main institutions responsible for education in the direction
of quality and food safety. Our hypothesis that companies are making too little for the understanding
from the part of consumers of the significance of much information about quality and food safety
proved to be true. Young people are not waiting for any improvement in this direction. As it was
expected, 78% of the college students and higher education students know very little about the EU
legislation regarding quality and foodstuff goods safety. Another lag behind is registered for the
chapter “European consumer’s protection” for foodstuff products.

Conclusions

The research done among college and higher education students shows that the latter are not enough
informed regarding the quality requirements, they are not exigent opposite the quality and services,
they do not know to protect their rights as consumers. There is also a need that young people be
themselves really interested about this information. It is important that the receiver of the information
should have a pro-active attitude, thus be interested to access this information, be in need of it, from a
professional career perspective, education or simply to understand that a Romanian citizen, being a
European citizen, could better identify the economic and social opportunities when being better
informed.

The events happened in Europe (and in Romania) within the first months of the year 2013 in the trade
with foodstuffs goods should make the future graduates think, but especially the didactic staff also, as
the latter has a powerful role in education in general, and especially in the education for quality. The
teacher can form a new attitude towards quality.

The main conclusions, resulting at the end of our study, show that young people, as many consumers
in Romania do not know the legislation and the institutions responsible for their rights and although
they are unsatisfied of the way in which these rights are respected, take price as main criteria for
purchasing goods.
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Based on the resulted conclusions we consider that it is necessary to:

e to improve consumers’ education (and of traders which are not correct informed by the
producers) as regards quality and foodstuffs safety;

e to amend the attitude of non-conformity of the producers/suppliers/traders towards the
European regulations in the field;

e determining a higher interest from the part of the authorities for consumers’ protection;

e ccontributing to the manifestation of the individual and associative civic spirit;

e increasing young people’s receptivity for the sustainable strategies made into practice by large
foodstuff companies;

e contributing to the promotion of the EU policy regarding quality and products safety.

Society, family, school should involve more in forming the foodstuffs consumer. Education for
quality, food safety and environment should become a national priority.
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