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Abstract: Is the Food System prepared for 2030? Considering that Zoomers (Generation Z) will be
the largest global cohort in the world at that time, the purpose of the study is to identify what can be
learned now from their eating habits to diversify and create a more resilient Food System prepared
for the future. Researchers have discovered that the Food System should encourage sustainable and
healthier food production by empowering a resilient local production. These changes are aligned
with Zoomer preferences for local and organic food, considering their moral, ethical, and economic
implications. To gather data, a quantitative investigation was performed among university students
from Romania using an online survey in which 343 responses were recorded. A direct logistic
regression was performed, similar to the one presented by Wilson and Lorenz (2015), to assess the
impact of factors on the changing eating habits of Zoomers. The results showed significant changes
in the diet of Zoomers who are facing an increased internationalization of the food consumption;
they seek convenience but are also more eager to consume healthy food. For a more resilient Food
System, special importance should be given to these preferences, through local and organic production,
improving delivery methods, and enhancing the food experience in a responsible and ethical manner
in order to prepare it for the next majoritarian cohort. These findings can be further developed
by adapting the current Food System to emerging food eating habits and also by addressing how
Zoomers’ food choices can improve the environmental impact of the Food System.

Keywords: Food System; eating habits; young generation; Zoomers; dietary patterns; trends;
food consumption data; Zoomers’ food

1. Introduction

In designing a more resilient Food System the consumption patterns of future generations
should be considered prior to any production and distribution limitations. Although there is no
unitary definition for Food Systems and their components [1], it is unanimously recognized among
practical studies and literature that there are several types and levels of their aggregation and that
consumption plays an important role in the entire Food System [2]. In general, the growing need for
food, the requirements for the rational use of natural resources, and the much requested preservation
for present and future generations pressure countries to evaluate their national Food Systems in
terms of methods to reduce consumption of certain foods (e.g., meat, dairy foods) and to further
develop sustainable growth directions [2]. This concerns all these components: production, processing,
packaging, distribution, consumption and post-consumption, and demand for efficiency, sustainability,
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and also resilience [3]. The linkages between the different components intersect at global, national,
local, and household levels [4]. Other crossroads in the Food System exist between the eating habits of
different generations of consumers. In order to identify the main changes needing to be addressed
over the next ten years in the Food System, we considered it relevant to identify Zoomers’ preferences
in terms of food consumption, considering they are right now the “fastest emerging generation of
employees, consumers and trendsetters” [5] and will be the major cohort in the world in 2030 [6].
The fact that Generation Z was born with many developed technologies, such as smartphones, digital
media, social media, YouTube, and in the crisis of terrorism and climate change, gives them other kinds
of motivation and requirements [5]. Thus, Zoomers expect to be more involved in the preparation
of their food and meals, not in terms of complexity but in terms of flexibility and options for what
they eat, e.g., controlling the flavor of the end product or adjusting possible additives [7]. At the
same time, this flexibility requires good knowledge and responsibility in food decisions, considering
that university students moving away from home tend to develop more unfavorable eating habits,
compared to those who live and eat with their families [8]. Even so, it seems that Zoomers adopt
healthier lifestyles, having fewer weight problems than previous generations, as a recent study on
150 students from Hungary showed [9]. There are many studies on students” eating habits, but in
general these address the body weight status, frequency of meals, structure of food consumption,
and not the factors that led to diet changes and particular preferences for their age group.

In general, the European Food System is defined by ecologically unsustainable agricultural
production, unhealthy eating habits, and an aging agricultural population [10]. The Common
Agricultural Policy (CAP) and the ongoing reforms present opportunities to redress these
weaknesses [11]. The community Food Systems can be a solution that might encourage a sustainable
development of production and play an important part as a tool for solving environmental and
socioeconomic issues of the communities, for increasing farmers’ and rural inhabitants” incomes,
and for assuring the consumers’ food security. In Romania, the large number of small, (semi) subsistence
farms is an important basis for Romania’s food security in terms of self-consumption and especially in
terms of their potential to integrate into retail chains [12]. The local Food Systems have to grow [13],
both numerically and as a type, bringing benefits for all those involved in the food chain, leading to
an increase in the quality of life individually and collectively. At the national level, it is essential to
assess the agro-alimentary potential of internal production, the possibilities and threats associated
with the production of local and regional foods, the distribution channels of the small, mid- and
large-sized food processing companies, the challenges of technological innovation in these companies,
the opportunities for promoting foodstuffs with local/national specific qualities. Comparative studies
show that Romania ranks 38th out of 113 countries in the Global Food Security Index, with its main
strong points “the low level of food waste, the developed distribution system and the availability
of micronutrients in food” [14]. Although the theoretical food security indices place Romania in a
good position, the high level of imports of value-added agro-food products, as well as the low level of
consumption from domestic production, represent a major vulnerability of Romania’s food security
and a challenge in the current context [15]. Consumption of food and agriculture from the local
market is growing, consumers are becoming more receptive and they are recognizing the advantages
of supporting local economies, protecting the environment or those related to the quality and prestige
of a purchase [16].

Food consumption habits impact both the society in which we live and the market economy,
as well as the environment [2,17]. Changing consumer preferences have a significant impact on
production and distribution pathways integrated into Food Systems, therefore, current eating habits of
consumers (in our case, the young generation of Zoomers) need to be researched in order to understand
the influence of the consumption model on the entire Food System. There have been many studies
on food consumption [10,18,19] but these take rather a general approach and do not focus on the
particularities and emerging preferences of the young generation that will dominate the Food System
in the medium and long term. Thus, the aim of the current research was to analyze Zoomers’ eating
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habits and to highlight their influence on Food System components by creating a conceptual model
reflecting how Zoomers’ preferences can be integrated in creating a more flexible and reliable Food
System. Thus, the main question our research aims to answer is: How are the consumption patterns of
the young generation shaping the future Food System? In order to respond to this question we had
also to identify what factors influence the change in eating habits of the young generation to better
understand their implication for the Food System.

2. Literature Review

2.1. Consumption Vector for Reconfiguring the Food System

The Food System, starting from agricultural production, continuing with trade, retail, distribution,
food consumption, and ending with the post-consumption stage, reflects the interconnection among
all materials, processes, and infrastructures involved in these activities [20]. Obviously, an adoption of
a comprehensive food chain approach in practice and research can discern the links between Food
System phases and actors [21]. Therefore, an adequate Food System favors the transition to a healthy
diet [18] and reduces food waste and environmental risks. More and more experts say Food Systems
need substantial change towards sustainability, but there are divergent views on points of intervention
and strategies to be applied [22]. The structure of the Food System is complex and derives from the
large number of subjects involved: companies, households, authorities and state institutions, as well
as from the large number of sectors involved: agriculture, food industry, trade, transport, services.
“The food system is undergoing profound changes, at the level of production and consumption models.
Elements and system structure change in time and space” [23]. Considering that food consumption
patterns are changing and this change is reflected in food demand, a rapid adaptation of the Food
System is required. The depletion of natural resources, accentuated by climate change, imposes
increasing demands on their rational use [20]. An effective solution for increasing the food producers’
capacity to adapt to changes in the market is sustainable food production, which has multiple beneficial
effects related to the availability of food for consumers and improving the quality of the environment
and sustainable consumption.

2.2. Changing the Pattern of Food Consumption-Influencing Factors

Food consumption among Europeans has changed considerably over time. For example, more
than twice as much meat is consumed per capita as it was 50 years ago [24]. However, since 1995,
a change in the structure of meat consumption can be observed: beef consumption per capita has
fallen by 10% and poultry consumption has increased. At the same time, Europeans eat more fish,
seafood, fruit, and vegetables [25]. For Romanian consumers [26] having a healthy diet means, first of
all, a balanced diet and a menu with more fruits and vegetables, generally fresh and natural food, low
sugar consumption, and cooking at home. Regardless of Zoomers’ lifestyles, in order for them to have
proper food consumption patterns they must follow the four essential dietary laws [27]: (a) the law of
quantity, which involves correlating the amount of food ingested with the needs of the body; (b) the law
of quality, which involves a varied diet, complete in the necessary nutrients; (c) the law of balance,
respectively maintaining the correct proportions between the quantities of various nutrients that
are part of the food consumed; (d) the law of adequacy, which implies that the choice, preparation,
and quantity of food are closely correlated and adapted to the weight, age, physiological state, and type
of activity performed.

Access to food sources as well as inequalities in food consumption are conditioned by the
availability of food and its price, and also by consumer incomes. The fact that eating is a complex social
act, based on satisfying a biological demand, but also on the pleasure of taste and the symbolic and
social significance of eating, must be kept in mind [28]. Food consumption needs are real, expressed
needs. However, most of the time the food consumer also needs satisfaction, both in the purchase
process and in the consumption process. Between objective and subjective, eating behavior is the
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result of exogenous factors—economic (supply, income, prices), social, and cultural—and endogenous
factors—physiological (need for food), sensory (hedonistic dimension of food), and psychological.
The general and specific factors influencing the eating habits of Zoomers are shown in Figure 1.

Incentives
Exogenous Endogenous
Eco;u;;me factors . Physiological factors
available offer, income, price the need for food, energy requirements
e (Clean and su.stainable eating choices ¢ Lower energy needs as a result of
from the available supply reduced physical activity (office
¢ Low income - financially dependent work/sedentariness/modern
on their parents or at the beginning lifestyle facilities)
of their careers e Diet control and balance achieved
¢ Fair price-quality ratio, lower priced through food supplements intake
items will not be preferred if their
demands and values are not met
O Cultural factors —_— O <4—— Sensory factors Q
social environment, ethnic and regional the hedonistic, dimension of food
:”l;ytr_e, i consumption habits,  religion, 7~ N\ ¢ Sensory value of food products
raditions 7 comes first but other aspects of
* Low predisposition towards comers nutritional value are also taken
ethnocentric consumer behavior into consideration (energy,
e Multiculturalism, open to diverse biological and hygienic value)
culinary experiences
o Willing to try different types of local
cuisines and tastes
QO Social factors v Psychological factors
social status, social groups, affiliation Reactions motivation, needs, 5?55”’533 cognitive
¢ Dependent on family: parental feeding perceptions, ?ducatlon attitudes
style, food rules, food modeling, parents ¢ Healthy lifestyle
education o Less egocentric than previous
¢ Sharing culinary experiences generations
¢ Using experiences of the social group ° Ethlcal and ecologl.cal values )
and social-media platforms, influence food choices (choosing
technological innovations and digital socially responsible brands)
apps in making their eating choices e Need for unique and customized
culinary experiences
v
Food System

Figure 1. Factors influencing the eating habits of Zoomers. Source: own representation.

Considering the age of Gen Z, between 8 and 27 years, their parents and family have an important
influence in shaping their dietary habits [29-33]. Several studies showed that parental feeding style is
perceived as one of the major components of the parent-child relationship [31,34]. Even if the relation
between different parental feeding styles and eating behaviors of adolescents is still unclear, in most
cases, adolescents with stricter food rules and more restrictive parenting practices, who eat with their
families instead of with strangers or alone, tend to have a healthier diet [31,32,35]. Parents and family,
together with the educational system, shape the eating environment of adolescents by providing,
modeling, and regulating food consumption of the children [31].

Although a food’s usefulness lies in its provision of essential nutrients, food demand is based
almost exclusively on individual factors such as: the hedonic value of food, traditions and consumption
habits, social status, and level of information. These factors underlie the formation of the purchase and
consumption option, so, in practice, it is necessary that
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e the whole food chain, the influencing factors, and the connections between the components from
the perspective of its definition as a system, should be studied;

e food production should be oriented in relation to the physiological, psycho-sensory, and cultural
dietary requirements of different categories of consumers;

e current food consumption patterns should be identified and correlated with production patterns
with the purpose of reconfiguring Food Systems;

e actions of reconsideration, correction, and improvement of the current food style should
be accelerated.

The process of rethinking the Food System is mandatory for every country, as food styles and habits
are directly related to how food is produced, marketed, and consumed. Adapting the components of
the Food System to the requirements and preferences of the new generations of consumers will be a
source of progress in increasing the quality of life.

2.3. Zoomer Mindset and Eating Habits

Zoomers (or Generation Z) are considered to be those born between 1995 and 2012 [36] or after
1997 [37]. This generation represents 32% of the global population (predicted for 2019 by Miller and Lu,
2018) [38] and is expected to represent 26% of the world population in 2030 and be the largest global
cohort in the world [6]. Data from Eurostat allow us to outline a demographic profile for Romania and
the EU. Thus, considering Zoomers as those who in 2020 are between 8 and 27 years old [36], we see
that out of Romania’s population of 19.2 million people, 21.22% belong to this generation (4.09 million).
This is quite similar to the percentage of Zoomers in the population of the EU (21.32%). Following
the same generation over the course of the years, the Eurostat projections for 2030 indicate that the
Zoomers in Romania will represent 21.4% of the population, while the ones in the EU will represent
22.41%, maintaining thus their quota in the overall population.

Compared to the previous generation, Millennials, Zoomers prove to be more self-aware and
not as self-centered, willing to be a part of the solution for the world problems they encounter and
even willing to pay more for products that follow the same principles as they do [37]. Zoomers were
raised with their opinions being taken into consideration: over 70% of Gen Z parents say their children
influence their buying decisions regarding clothing and family meals [39], and 93% of them admit that
their children have some influence on household spending decisions [40].

Zoomers are very active on social media and their connection to companies and brands extends
to this dimension, as well. They use social media to post product quality reviews, 65% of them,
and positive customer service experiences, 46% of them [39]. In fact, 27% of Gen Zers always write
a product review after making a purchase, 37% do it most of the time, and 60% of Gen Zers leave a
review often, if not every time [41]. Thus, it is not surprising that the presence of retailers in social
media is expected by 63% of Zoomers, and 60% of them would rather go shopping at a retailer that
connects with them on social media over one that does not [39]. Businesses should also take note
of the fact that Zoomers do not have the necessary skills to repair products in order to extend their
lifecycles [42], as this is probably reflected in some of their shopping decisions.

Zoomers are so accustomed to technology that a study on e-commerce adoption [43] showed
that the individual’s personal innovativeness does not affect his or her intention to adopt e-commerce.
However, positive effects on intention to use an e-commerce platform were correlated with self-efficacy,
perceived usefulness, and perceived risk. This does not mean that brick and mortar businesses are
shunned by this young generation, as 64% of Zoomers would actually rather shop in-store than online,
even if 80% browse in store when unsure of what to purchase [39]. When shopping for food, 79% prefer
shopping in-store and only 21% prefer online shopping, this being the highest percent of preference for
in-store shopping, in comparison to those registered for products in the categories of health and beauty
(68%), shoes (66%), cell phones (60%), jewelry (59%), clothes (58%), computers (51%), and games
(43%) [39].
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A study with subjects from China, Japan, Slovenia, and Croatia revealed that young-adult
consumers have a universally low predisposition towards ethnocentric consumer behavior, regardless
of their consumer decision-making styles, suggesting that “while consumer ethnocentrism can be
employed as a segmentation variable across different demographic cohorts, it is a poor discriminating
variable in consumer decision-making styles-based segmentation analysis among young-adult
consumers across international markets” [44].

Compared to teens and young people in the past, Zoomers are much more willing to try different
types of local cuisines and tastes as well as ingredients and plant-based meat [45]. They are showing a
growing interest in vegetarian and vegan food, more out of moral or ethical consideration than other
reasons, but only 7% of Zoomers describe themselves as vegetarians or vegans [45]. Zoomers also take
the time needed to make sustainable food choices when shopping for food, but, although aware of the
fact that choices with better environmental and social impacts exist, they will not do the same while
shopping for clothes because of the momentary satisfaction received [42]. This is connected to the fact
that 89% of Zoomers “consider themselves price-conscious shoppers and 62% prefer to spend their
money on an experience over purchasing something material” [39].

3. Materials and Methods

The purpose of this study was to explore food consumption patterns of the young generation, to
identify factors that influence changes in the eating habits of Zoomers, and to study their implications for
the Food System. Based on a comprehensive literature review [11,28,31,46-49] that addressed dietary
change and factors leading to different food consumption patterns, five main directions to be studied
were identified: dietary change, imported food consumption, food quality level, internationalization
of food consumption, buying of low-priced food products. We have not identified any study that
addresses these changes among a certain age group such as the Zoomers. The reason why a focus
group was organized, with two groups of 15 students each, was the need for identifying the main
dimensions of the variables found and the extent to which these were appropriate for an analysis
of this age group and for further exploration through a questionnaire. The site of the study was
the Faculty of Business and Tourism in Bucharest, Romania, with a population of 1600 students.
The students of this faculty follow specialized disciplines (e.g., Food Science, Commodity Science)
that allow them to better understand and interpret food preferences. A quantitative investigation
was performed among them and a survey with closed-ended questions was applied between January
2019 and January 2020 using a simple random sampling without replacement. This method was
appropriate, considering that the community was homogeneous, being formed only by students.
For a limit error (maximum allowable) of 4.3% and a 95% probability of guaranteeing the results
(z = 1.96), the required sample volume was 343 students. The questionnaire contained seven items,
using a Likert scale to define the questions and asking for factual information such as identifying
the level of change, the main factors influencing their diet, recognizing new products on the market,
and the main trends in the food industry. The responses were collected through a self-administered
method using an online questionnaire platform to avoid as much as possible any social desirability
bias. Moreover, we introduced in the preamble of the questionnaire the fact that “the results of the
questionnaire will be processed and published in an aggregated form for scientific purposes only.”
A total of 343 students, aged between 18 and 25 years old, part of Generation Z (Zoomers), completed
the questionnaire on a voluntary basis. Out of the respondents 71.1% were female and 28.9% were male
from different regions in Romania: 65.7% Muntenia (including Bucharest-Ilfov), 12.2% Moldova, 7.3%
Dobrogea, 5.9% Oltenia, 5.0% Transylvania, and 3.9% from other regions. A set of five independent
variables was established to explain their impact on the dependent variable DIE—diet change of
Zoomers (Table 1). According to Recanati et al. (2019), even if there is an increased awareness in terms
of the importance of nutrition, food quality (Q), and related health benefits, there is still a negative
nutritional transition (DIE) [11]. The significant development of international Food Systems, with
companies that create global products (INT), influences consumption patterns conditioned by the
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degree of openness to import products (IMP) [50]. Instead of considering the price, which can lead to
subjective interpretations, we included in the analysis the interest of the respondents in the products
with the lowest possible price (LPP) and their gender to see the differences between men and women
(SEX), which, in consumption patterns and nutrition preferences, can show important differences [47].

Table 1. Variables used in the model.

Indicator Description Nature of Variable
DIE Diet change in the last five years Dichotomous, nominal
IMP The percentage of food consumptlon. from import, which is Continuous

not produced locally (standardized factor score)

Q Quality level change of food consumed in the last five years Polytomous, ordinal
INT Perceiving an internationalization of food consumption Dichotomous, nominal
LPP A focus on buying food products at the lowest possible price Dichotomous, nominal
SEX The gender of the respondent Dichotomous, nominal

The variable diet change (DIE) took the value 0 if the respondent had not recorded any diet change
in the last five years or the value 1 if he or she had. Imported food consumption (IMP) took values
between 0-100%, values that were standardized to be appropriate for the logistic model. The purpose
of the variable quality level (Q) was to measure from -2, if the respondent perceived a significant
decrease in the quality level of food products, to 2, for the situation in which the respondent perceived
a significant increase in the quality level of food. At the same time, the perceived internationalization
of food (INT) was measured with 0 if the respondent did not perceive any internationalization of food
consumption or 1 if they did. Moreover, buying the lowest possible price food products (LPP) recorded
the value 0 if the respondent was not focusing on buying food products at the lowest possible price or
1 for the contrary. The gender (SEX) was a variable that took the value 0 if the respondent was female
or 1 if the respondent was male.

Data analysis was done using a binary logistics model similar to the one presented by Wilson and
Lorenz (2015) [51] in order to evaluate the effects exerted by the independent variables (IMP, Q, INT,
LPP, SEX) on the dependent variable (DIE). SPSS V27 statistical software was used in generating the
logistic regression model.

4. Results

The interpretation of the research results led to some important discoveries of changes in Zoomers’
eating habits with a major impact on the future Food System, findings that are presented below.

4.1. Significant Changes in the Diet of Zoomers

A significant variation in the perception of Zoomers regarding their diet change in the last
five years was recorded (Table 2). This can be explained by an internationalization of food offered,
perceived by 41.39% of respondents, together with an increased consumption of imported products,
with an average of 48.72% of their total food consumption. The majority of Zoomers (76.97%) were
no longer willing to buy food products at the lowest possible price and they did not see any relevant
change in the quality of the food in the last five years. The modifications in the young generation’s
food preferences, as presented in Table 3, were more determined by their lifestyle changes, how
well they managed their time, and the importance of food to their health status. The lifestyle of
younger generations has undergone changes induced by urbanization, higher intellectual demands,
increased stress, lower physical effort, environmental pollution. Consequently, the food consumption of
Generations Y (the generation born between 1984 and 1996 [52]) and Z changed, becoming dependent
on industrialized, canned, semi-prepared foods; it was no longer strictly restricted to local foods,
the offerings being supplemented with imported products. Market studies showed that, although the
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diet of these generations was no longer strictly linked to local food production, there was a growing
appreciation of local/national products [16].

Table 2. Descriptive indicators.

Indicator DIE IMP Q INT LPP SEX
Mean 0.720117 0.000758 0.128280 0.413994 0.230321 0.288630
Median 1.000000 0.080000 0.000000 0.000000 0.000000 0.000000
Maximum 1.000000 3.050000 2.000000 1.000000 1.000000 1.000000
Minimum 0.000000 2.890000 —2.000000 0.000000 0.000000 0.000000
Std. Dev. 0.449598 0.999192 0.991714 0.493267 0.421653 0.453787
Skewness —0.980602 —-0.306164 —-0.258696 0.349229 1.281021 0.932944
Kurtosis 1.961581 3.287969 1.870334 1.121961 2.641015 1.870384
Jarque-Bera 70.38127 6.543741 22.06404 57.37925 95.65311 67.99358
Probability 0.000000 0.037935 0.000016 0.000000 0.000000 0.000000

Table 3. General factors that influence eating habits of Zoomers and their effects on the Food System.

Factor Mean ! Effect

It seems that convenience remains an important request of Zoomers, which
explains also an increase in fast food products and an internationalization of
food consumption (INT). On the other hand, they are more willing to
consume organic products and are opened to a vegetarian diet. Thus the
1.68 Food System for 2030 should bring more options of healthy and convenient
food, in terms of consumption and preparation time, concurrently.
Unfortunately, foods cooked in a traditional style seem to be less attractive for
them, on account of the complexity of the recipes and how time-consuming
the ingredients” purchase and preparation are.

time management
and lifestyle

Zoomers are placing more and more emphasis on quality (Q) and a healthier
diet, including also a growth in the consumption of fortified products with
additional vitamins and minerals, which makes the processing component of
the Food System require careful nutritional planning at its core and new
developments. An important part in ensuring a high health status is played
by national food and nutritional policies.

health status 2.90

Zoomers are increasingly interested in quality at the expense of choosing
food at the lowest possible price (LPP). Price, as an economic feature of the
quality of goods, has become a major factor influencing the purchasing
decision, in the sense that low prices are associated with a low level of quality.
Food quality is increasingly being assessed in close connection with quality of
life. Increasing the population’s purchasing power, based on the increase of
real incomes, influences the demand for food with positive effects on
consumption patterns.

income level 3.06

Zoomers perceive internationalization also in terms of food offerings,
and they have a greater appreciation for locally produced food, even if
3.08 around 48.72% of what they eat are imported products (IMP); this can be due
to an insufficient development of the national food industry, which limits the
accessibility and availability of locally produced food.

available food
supply

Zoomers’ eating habits seem to be less influenced by their travel experiences,
traveling abroad 4.28 possibly because of their age and the type of tourism practiced (e.g., cultural,
festival) as well as the internationalization of food.

! The respondents classified the importance of each factor based on a predetermined scale from 1 to 5, where 1 was
the most important factor and 5 the least important one.

Less important was their income level and the existing offerings on the market, which could be
explained by an increase in the living standards, especially in Eastern European Countries, also in
the case of Romania, and an increasingly diverse food offering. Their travel experiences seemed to be
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the least important factor, mainly because there already was a large diversity of international foods
available on the European market.

Based on these discoveries, in addition to the variables mentioned in Table 3, in order to better
understand how the eating habits of Zoomers are changing, our analysis also included the gender of
the respondent (SEX), a predictor that can reflect whether this aspect has any impact on the eating
habits of Zoomers.

4.2. Increasingly Difficult to Perceive New Food Products

It seemed to be increasingly difficult for the young generation to perceive the emergence of new
food products on the market (product innovation) as long as 81.9% had not identified such a product
in the last year. This could happen because of the large number of products, brands, and various
manufacturers on the market (INT and IMP). Considering that only a small share of the younger
generation perceived food product innovation (18.1%), there was no significant relation between DIE
and product innovation. On the other hand, we discovered that the young generation perceived
technology change (innovation process) in the food industry more easily, explained in 46.6% of the cases
in a positive way as the quality increase of the consumed food or in 33.8% of cases as an improvement in
production but a decrease in the quality level of the food products. Reaching this result, we considered
it relevant to include the perceived change in quality (Q) in our model.

4.3. Model to Determine Zoomers Dietary Changes

Table 4 shows the prediction of Zoomers’ diet change (DIE) using five dependent variables with
an acceptable level of significance.

Table 4. Logistic regression predicting the changing eating habits of Zoomers.

Variables B S.E. Wald df Sig. Exp (B)
IMP 0.362 0.162 5.012 1 0.025 1.437
Q 0.250 0.119 4.415 1 0.036 1.284
INT 0.870 0.385 5.114 1 0.024 2.387
LPP -1.046 0.355 8.663 1 0.003 0.351
SEX 0.696 0.352 3.901 1 0.048 2.006
Constant 2.176 0.510 18.211 1 0.000 8.811

As seen in Table 4, all five predictors had a statistically significant contribution in the model
(Sig. between 0.003 and 0.048). As we expected, the young generation perceived and experienced an
internationalization of the food consumption, the reason why there was a positive relationship between
diet change and an increase in food offerings known and available worldwide. This was a result of
a developed multicultural environment. The exposure to international food consumption made a
Zoomer 2.38 times more likely to change his or her eating habits. There are many different ways to
accumulate such culinary experiences, starting with the availability of international food products and
ingredients in stores, increased access to recipes and foreign cooking shows, to international trips and
increasing migration phenomenon. A significant discovery was the fact that gender was an important
factor in terms of diet change, women being 2.00 times more willing to change their diet than men.
This situation could be explained by the increased importance women placed on their fitness and looks
and the important connection between these two aspects.

Through our research we also explored the relation between innovation in terms of progress and
quality increase of the available food that Zoomers eat and how this evolution influenced their eating
habits. It turned out that access to an increased quality of food made the subject 1.28 times more likely
to change his or her eating habits. Innovation can lead to quality increase or at the same time to more
competitive prices, which can increase the population’s access to better food in terms of nutrients and
energy value. In developing this model we understood that a certain category of Zoomers who are
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more likely to choose products according to the lowest available price because of a limited budget
would be less willing to change their diet. In this case there was a negative relation (B1.046) between
the preference for the lowest priced food and changes in eating habits of the young generation. Last
but not least, we examined the origin of the products consumed and discovered that the preference for
eating a larger quantity of imported products had only a small effect on increasing the willingness
to change the diet. Thus, the origin of the products became less important in this context of food
internationalization, but at the same time there were some emerging consumption preferences for
locally made products instead of imported ones. The results of measuring the model fit for the logistic
regression are included in Table 5.

Table 5. Model Summary.

—2 Log Likelihood Cox & Snell R Square Nagelkerke R Square
237.603 ! 0.091 0.166

! Estimation terminated at iteration number 6 because parameter estimates changed by less than 0.001.

The model containing all the independent variables was statistically significant, based on the
Omnibus Tests of Model Coefficients x? (5, n = 343) = 32.48, p < 0.000 [53], suggesting that the model
allowed to distinguish between respondents who perceived or not a change in their eating habits.
The model explained between 9.1% (Cox & Snell R Square [54]) and 16.6% (Nagelkerke R Square [55])
of the variance in eating habits of Zoomers and correctly classified 86.5% of cases.

Similar research made on 756 university students in Portugal showed that, in a self-assessment
of their food intake, 77.4% of them felt the need for a change in their diet, while only 22.6% were
pleased with their current diet [56]. This fact confirmed once again the result obtained through our
research, according to which 72% of respondents felt they had a diet change (DIE) in the last five years.
Compared to another study performed in Greece on a Generation Z cohort of 252 students, we identified
similarities with our research in terms of Zoomers’ preference for a sustainable food consumption and
an increased preference for regional food [33]. In terms of gender differences, other research showed
that in Romania, compared to other Western cultures, women were more preoccupied with the way
they look and conforming to social norms [57,58], which could explain a greater dietary change for
women, compared to men.

5. Discussion

Designing a general conceptual model involved taking into account and analyzing all the variables
and particularities of each component of the Food System and integrating the younger generation’s
consumption habits in obtaining a more diverse and resilient Food System.

5.1. Preparing the 2030 Food System for Zoomers

A sustainable Food System adapted to Zoomers’ eating habits is a necessity and a requirement
of contemporary society, which implies the existence of a better flow of information between the
participating economic agents, on the basis of which they can prepare their decisions and assume
responsibilities. Thus, Zoomers’ preference for transparency and being in control of shopping and
preparing the food should be reflected also in the information that the Food System provides them
(Durukan, 2019). At the same time, policy makers and organizations in this field should encourage
producers and distributors to adapt their communication and information offered to Zoomers to better
explain the altruistic considerations, like a reduced impact on the environment or other benefits of a
healthier diet, in order to encourage a favorable attitude towards their products (Kamenidou, 2020).
Awareness is very important among Zoomers.
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At the same time, the adaptation of the system from the economic, social, and environmental
protection points of view implies a more accurate knowledge of the informational potential of the
socioeconomic environment:

e general demographic information (population structure by age group, gender, environment,
level of education, degree of urbanization, life expectancy);

e general economic information (per capita income, share of agriculture in the final value of
foodstuffs, distribution of agricultural production by sectors, evolution and structure of trade in
agri-food goods);

e information on the structure of production capacities (number of agricultural producers and food
processing companies, competing producers, forms of organization of producers, prices of the
main factors of production);

e information on supply and distribution (domestic production, indicators of import and export of
agri-food goods, seasonality of supply, distribution channels, marketing methods and circuits used);

e information on food consumption (demographic and social aspects of consumption, consumer
attitudes and habits, consumer lifestyles, food consumption patterns, consumption indicators by
product groups and in total);

e information on the conditions of sale and promotion (ensuring and guaranteeing the quality of
goods, traditional and modern forms of sale, promotional techniques);

e information on prices (trade markup, expenses for packaging, transport, storage, distribution,
and displaying of goods);

e information on the food security of the population (assessing a country’s supply capacity, indicators
of population welfare, accessibility, and availability of food, nutritional value of food products,
measures of management of natural resources and the level of environmental degradation);

e information on identification and evaluation of food (labeling requirements, information on
product characteristics, elements of legal regulations on identification, labeling, marking,
and quality certification, food safety management, nutritional declaration, agricultural and
food quality systems);

e usage information (storage conditions, use, preservation, nutritional and health claims, voluntary
nutrition labeling systems).

The complexity and dynamism of the issues regarding the diversity and resilience of Food Systems
are closely related to the depth of the changes and the specifics of consumers, as well as to the legislative
framework at national, regional, and international levels. We consider information to be the fuel that
will take the Food System to 2030.

5.2. The Conceptual Model

Transitioning from a conventional Food System to a resilient and diversified Food System aligned
with Zoomers’ consumer preferences is based on innovation. This process must be a responsible
one, carried out in accordance with the adaptation of the legislative framework, aimed not only at
improving the performance and financial results of companies in the field, but also at obtaining certain
Zoomer food, in accordance with their specific requirements. Thus, the risks of innovation (negative
side effects) can be minimized, and the benefits perceived by Zoomers can be maximized to optimize
ease of consumption: easily portable, a long shelf life, short preparation time, balanced nutritional
profile, health benefits, or a combination of such convenient traits. As a result, Zoomers’ food combines
the benefits of consuming convenience food, comfort food, and fast food, whether international or
local/national.

Figure 2 proposes a conceptual model reflecting how Zoomers’ consumption preferences and the
identified possible methods to address them were integrated in creating a more diverse and reliable
Food System prepared for 2030.
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Figure 2. Integrating the younger generation’s consumption habits in designing a more diverse and
resilient Food System. Source: own representation.

Thus, the transition to the 2030 Food System in accordance with Zoomers’ eating habits can be
done through:

5.2.1. Food Production

Zoomers’ growing appreciation for local/national products makes it necessary for agricultural
programs, part of the future Food System, to lead to strengthening the diversification of small-scale
agriculture; promoting the production of micronutrient-rich foods, especially local varieties and species;
monitoring the results related to nutrition and/or support for agricultural research carried out in the
light of consumers’ dietary requirements and habits. Moreover, food production must adapt to the
distribution and consumption ways of 21st-century online sales like the at-home delivery of vegetable
baskets or through food hubs, deliveries to large retailers through agricultural cooperatives, which are
able to collect large and homogeneous quantities of products and deliver them to large chains at the
required volumes and parameters. In the context of global market segmentation, modern distribution
has the most active role in the supply chain.

5.2.2. Food Processing

Ensuring the Food System’s flexibility also involves important technological changes. “The last
technological revolution occurred simultaneously with a political revolution, the advent of
neoliberalism, and a socio-cultural revolution, which brought the environmental issues to the attention
of society at large and gave birth to the concept of sustainability” [59]. If conventional food technology
primarily aims to maintain or improve the quality of an agro-food resource, the new food technology
should be based on new principles in supporting a more resilient Food System, have as a starting point
the need for food, identify specific consumer needs deduced from market research, include process
innovation, and aim at sustainability of the Food System.
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5.2.3. Food Packaging and Labeling

Packaging is an important part of the process of developing Zoomers’ food, so it is important
that it complies with the regulations for trade, consumer safety and health, as well as environmental
legislation. Packaging design must be considered in relation to labeling, advertising, price,
distribution, and environmental protection. Thus, the packaging must be attractive, functional,
easily recognizable, and different from that of other products; it must meet the requirements of quality,
safety, maneuverability, ergonomics, and cost, but also take into account the effects on the environment.
Taking into account Zoomers’ preferences, it is necessary to identify any communication barriers in
terms of providing producers and traders with relevant information regarding the nutritional value of
food, as well as any risks to consumers” health from disregarding the principles of a balanced diet.
It is necessary to stimulate the economic agents in the direction of providing suggestive, complete,
correct, and precise information regarding the quality and safety of the goods they produce and sell.

5.2.4. Food Logistics and Distribution

Consumption of local products contributes to the development of food production, processing,
and distribution flows that are proving much more resilient [13]. Locally produced food involves a
shorter supply chain, with positive effects on the environment. The consumption pattern of Zoomers
leads to the development of such distribution systems, as their food consumption culture implies
increased accessibility and availability of food, in other words, the right product, in the right quantity,
in the right conditions, in the right place, at the right time, for the right customer, at the right cost [60].
“Food distribution is just as important as its production and processing and is becoming more important
by the day. The driving factors are a growing population, scarcer resources, increasing attention to
food security, and changing dietary habits” [61].

5.2.5. Food Consumption

7

The challenge of preserving national/local food traditions and customs in shaping Zoomers
eating style is becoming increasingly difficult, and a different effort and approach will be needed to
rediscover and promote them among the younger generation of consumers. Food internationalization
and modernism do not oppose or reject local culinary traditions encouraging the implementation
and use of new techniques and processes to create and market new foods. This makes it possible
to move from mass consumption of standard food to the individualization and fragmentation of
consumption styles, which offer an increased experience and customize consumption patterns according
to Zoomers’ requirements.

5.2.6. Waste Management

Resilient Food Systems involve the establishment of coordination mechanisms between the
agricultural sector and the food industry regarding health, education, and environmental protection
in the writing of environmental policies and strategies. The new food consumption model involves
changing consumers’ perceptions of packaging, it must support the production of reusable, recyclable,
and sustainable packaging, and the use of recycled materials for the manufacture of new packaging.
Economic procedures that encourage and promote the recovery of packaging and the waste resulting
from it are adopted in accordance with the law, and waste management, improvement of recycling
techniques, and reuse of recyclable materials are issues that affect all operators in the Food System.
This approach to waste management is becoming increasingly important as Zoomers are raised and
educated in a spirit of sustainable consumption.

5.3. The Influence of COVID-19 Pandemic and Other Risk Factors for the Food System

The ongoing COVID-19 pandemic threatens the global economy, and the Food System is severely
affected; recent reports showed that there are important differences in how Zoomers respond to the
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COVID-19 pandemic, especially in being less likely to have health problems and not being willing to
give up social activities despite all the recommendations for social distancing [62]. More important is
the disruption brought by the COVID-19 pandemic regarding their consumer behavior of using digital
channels more than ever for buying food products and choosing convenience and value as a reward
for using digital technologies [63]. Changing consumption patterns making stocks in retail chains,
but also at the consumer level, changing the share of commodities/fresh foods, the exponential growth
in online deliveries, restrictions on the movement of goods, insufficient labor due to border closures,
syncopes in the agro-industrial processing sector, the closure not only of the economic agents from the
hospitality industry, but also of the schools, canteens, etc., are the main problems generated by this
crisis in the global Food System. Overloaded national Food Systems require greater adaptability and
increased flexibility compared to the previous period. In terms of risks that were also present before
the COVID-19 pandemic, especially for the Zoomers’ age category, there is a lack of food knowledge
resulting in a poor diet, lack of experience in preparing healthy food, lack of time, giving in to the
pleasure of eating what they like instead of what is healthy [56].

5.4. Research Limitations

The research limitations were related especially to the scarcity of available statistical data regarding
the eating habits of the young generation and the difficulties in obtaining or finding similar data in
order to compare the Zoomers’ eating habits with those of older generations. In these conditions it was
a challenge to find relevant factors influencing the changes in the eating habits of Zoomers. At the
same time we had access and we limited our research to the population of students from the Faculty of
Business and Tourism in Bucharest, Romania. This meant that all respondents had a higher level of
education, compared to other people who were in the Zoomers” age range, who dropped out of their
educational path, or who were still at a lower training level (e.g., high school). Thus this research can
be further improved by including Zoomers from different educational categories and age groups and
by identifying and including more relevant quantitative variables in the analysis in order to better
describe the factors that influence the Zoomers’ eating habits.

6. Conclusions

The article contributes to the general research on Food Systems by focusing on the eating habits of
Zoomers and shedding light on certain changes that should transform the Food System and prepare it
for 2030. Thus, the consumption component, which has a significant impact on the evolution of the
Food System [2], is changing along with the new preferences and expectations of the young generation.
Social media gives them more information on companies and brands; they are more self-aware instead
of self-centered and want to be part of the solution to the world’s problem, even if this means paying
more for products in line with their principles [37].

A logistic regression model was used to predict the changing eating habits of Zoomers. It seems
that Gen Z perceives a high internationalization of food consumption, with more universal products
available all over the globe, leading to an increase in changing eating habits. This situation does not
influence them in returning to traditional products but it instead makes them appreciate local food
more. They associate local products with a higher level of quality, and they understand the advantages
of supporting the local economy and also protecting the environment. It seems that convenience
remains an important request, but at the same time they are more interested in healthy food, and the
challenge for the Food System will be to find appropriate methods to jointly respond to these needs.
We think that the increased importance of healthy food can be associated also with the respondents
level of education—students, with good knowledge of Food Science.

We can say that convenient and healthy are the two main attributes of the Zoomers’” food. Possible
solutions can be an increase in small-scale agriculture and for local Food Systems to increase the
production of micronutrient-rich foods. Zoomers place more importance on quality instead of price
because food quality is increasingly associated with quality of life. The increase in food product quality

7
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also led to an increasing change in the consumption habits of Zoomers. In this regard investments
and the appropriate importance given to innovation are mandatory for the 2030 Food System. In our
research we discovered that it is increasingly difficult for Zoomers to perceive the emergence of new
food products on the market and that they associate innovation in this domain with an increase in the
quality level of products. This is why the Food System should improve its methods and technologies in
promoting new food products. This generation is more open to vegetarian, vegan, or sustainable food in
general, as they also consider the moral and ethical implications of their choices. Thus, the Food System
should further develop organic farming and other ethical and environmentally friendly production
and consumption methods. The last discovery was related to gender; Gen Z women seem twice as
determined to change their eating habits, possibly being more interested in how they look, compared
to men. All these changes will lead to an accelerated complexity of a more diverse and resilient Food
System, prepared for the requirements of younger generations.

Based on current research the following discoveries can be used by policy makers or any active
parties involved in modeling the Food System for 2030:

e A better understanding of particular and emerging consumer preferences among different age
groups is needed;

e  Zoomers want to be in control of what they eat and to make sustainable choices when buying food,
they are willing to adopt a healthy diet and are open to organic products, vegetarian, and vegan
food or to additional vitamins and minerals;

e  The Food System for 2030 should bring more options of healthy and convenient food, in terms of
consumption and preparation time;

e Zoomers have a greater appreciation for locally produced food, even if they perceive an
internationalization of the food offerings, are more opened to multiculturalism and diverse
culinary experiences, and their diet includes more imported products;

e  Zoomers pay more attention to moral and ethical considerations (e.g., responsible consumption,
environment protection), which is the reason why they require transparency and sufficient
information, and it also affects altruistic considerations like a reduced impact on the environment
or benefits for the local economy;

e  Zoomers have difficulties in identifying new food products on the market, thus new methods,
technologies, and business models should be used in promoting and delivering such products;

e  Zoomers are price-conscious but appreciate higher quality more than the lowest possible price on
the market;

e  Lower energy needs should be considered as a result of reduced physical activity (e.g., office work).
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