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Abstract: Bakery products, and bread specifically, represent an important part of the Romanian
diet. Whether this situation is motivated by quality factors or by quantitative factors is an important
aspect that needs to be investigated. In addition, the relation between peoples’ interest in a particular
product such as bread during a crisis period should point out important characteristics of that
population. Aiming at determining both the influencing factors of bakery product consumption
and the importance given to this type of product in the media during a crisis, this empirical study
highlights the profound connections between income level and the fear of not having food security
for the people of a less developed country such as Romania. The study considers the use of both
qualitative and quantitative methods to reach its objectives. The results point to a strong reliance of
the respondents on cheap white-flour bakery products in their regular diet, and a significant increase
in interest in bakery products during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Keywords: bakery product consumption; bread consumption; qualitative analysis; COVID-19; social
media analysis

1. Introduction

The fact that grain-based products have been and still are an important part of people’s
regular diets is not news. Their nutritional properties recommend them as significant
energy sources for the human body [1,2]. Therefore, grains have become hard-to-replace
food products. Among other factors that contribute to the popularity of these products are
the worldwide spread, the affordability, and the general recognition [3].

Nevertheless, grains have not escaped the evolution of mankind in thinking and
understanding specific things. For example, Harari’s [4] presentation of the “wheat that
domesticated mankind,” turning man to a sedentary nature with a diet concentrated on the
few plants it grew, offered some simplified insight into the puzzles regarding the degrading
general state of humanity. Other researchers stressed more particular issues generated by
grain-based products such as the contribution to increases in allergies, intolerances [5], or
chronic diseases [6]. Even so, grain-based products are a major component of the human
diet [1].

The choice of country is not random, but well-intended, as Romania is part of Europe,
a region characterized by a high consumption of wheat, ref. [7] and was once known as “the
granary of Europe” for its high production and export of wheat. In addition, according to
Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) [7] the consumption of wheat and wheat-derived
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products per capita in 2018 was more than 128 kg in Romania, placing this country third in
the European Union after Italy and Malta. Another motivation for the choice of country is
related to the poverty level, as bakery products are part of the subsistence food category [8]
and Romanians spend more than half of their monthly income on consumption goods, with
bakery products occupying a significant part of their spending [9]. Actually, Romanians’
spending on food was the highest in the EU in 2018 [10].

The importance of a sensitive topic is expected to have a representative depiction
on social media at the countrywide level, presenting different opinions and situations
that offer researchers powerful insights into the interests and fears of the local population
regarding the selected topic, as previous studies have demonstrated [11,12]. In addition,
high importance given to a topic on different social media channels may influence peoples’
reactions related to the topic [13–15]. Therefore, the depiction of bakery products and bread
on Romanian social media should offer significant information on its importance and the
main problems encountered in Romania in relation to it.

The aim of this empirical research is to analyze the importance of bakery products in
Romanians’ diets, as well as the factors that influence the choice to consume this category
of products.

The study follows two main objectives:

1. Determining the importance given to bakery products as a topic of discussion at the
social media level in Romania through a qualitative analysis; and

2. Determining consumer preferences for bakery products and the main factors that
influence the choice of these products through a quantitative analysis.

The general presentation of this research follows a logical structure: First, the theo-
retical framework is set, followed by the methodological approach. Second, the results
and discussions are conveyed in two different subsections, one on the qualitative results
and another on the quantitative results. The discussions frame the results within the body
of literature. The third and last section presents the main conclusions and limitations of
this study.

From a socioeconomic perspective, it is important to constantly monitor the consump-
tion trends of basic food products, as they offer specific information on the development
stage of a region. Therefore, food policies based on the real needs of consumers may
be designed, including measures of support in uncertain times such as the COVID-19
pandemic as well as marketing strategies targeted at a particular markets’ characteristics.
In this case, the current study adds to the body of literature by presenting particularities of
Romanian consumer preferences for grain-based products, especially bakery products.

2. Theoretical Background

The evolution of wheat consumption has been of interest to researchers for a long
time [16,17], who have concluded that it is a main component of the human diet. However,
concerns regarding the negative influence of its consumption through its derived products
such as bread on health [18] or the environment [19] have increased.

In view of the growing trend of obesity in our country, some questions can be raised
about the quality of nutritional information on food, and these questions can also be found
in Kiesel et al. [20]. The authors questioned whether the way in which nutrition information
is provided affects consumer choices, but also whether consumers appreciate nutrition
information [20]. Some authors claimed that firms have much more comprehensive in-
formation about the quality of their products than they consent to offer, thus creating an
asymmetric information situation. Therefore, mandatory nutrition labelling can fill this
information gap by correcting asymmetric information and turning a good experience
or good faith characteristic into quality [19,21]. Consumers’ attitude towards nutrition
labelling is determined by their interest, knowledge, demographic data, and the current
format of the label [22].

Consumers are also particularly interested in nutrition information on food labels [23,24].
In general terms, these labels also seek to inform and warn about nutritional content, facili-
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tating the choice of food and improving daily consumption [25]. For example, increasing
information on the differences between white bread and whole bread or other types of
bread have increased consumers’ awareness of the nutritional gaps of the first type of
product and their efforts to avoid it [26–28].

Nowadays, changing consumption habits and introducing diversity to lifestyles is
an important aspect for many people. Some authors [23,24] observed that consumers
are trying to follow specific rules that reduce the volume of certain foods in their diet in
order to provide their bodies with the appropriate amount of nutrients and also to care for
the environment.

Food trends have changed due to various endogenous and exogenous factors such
as food crises and environmental concerns, as well as support for local producers and
improved transparency of the supply chain [29,30]. Therefore, the correlation between a
crisis period such as COVID-19 and the interest of consumers in specific information on
food is important.

The first hypothesis of the authors is that the interest in information on bakery products
and bread by Romanian consumers increased significantly during 2020.

Some authors [31] argued that local food production, traditions, and links to the
product origin can be powerful elements of local identity and culture. Where there is a
strong local identity and commitment to the region, demand for local products is likely to
be higher. Hence, foodstuffs combining the characteristics of local, regional, and traditional
products are highly appreciated by consumers [31,32]. A close connection to bakery prod-
ucts, and especially bread, has been registered for Eastern European countries, including
Romania, for which bread is seen as an important local, traditional product, in addition
to its accessible price [32]. Other aspects influencing food consumption, such as cogni-
tive, regulatory, and emotional attributes, as well as buying points and sociodemographic
characteristics, have been studied [33], showing that product quality, process quality, and
regional identity have a particular importance in influencing consumer preferences for
regional products, whereas cognitive attributes do not have a significant influence on
consumer preferences.

Consumer food choices are affected by various factors that are of interest to the food
industry. Some studies [34,35] pointed out the influence of familiarity on the expectations
and taste of specific foodstuffs among consumers familiar with and unfamiliar with spe-
cific regional products, showing that familiarity affects how consumers use the available
information to form an appreciation of the product quality, proposing that increasing con-
sumers’ knowledge of the products would increase their choice of high-quality products.
This strategy is in line with current consumer behavior modifications, which show an
increasing focus on traditional, natural, and local products at the expense of industrial
products [35,36].

The second hypothesis of the current study relates to the influencing factors of bakery
product consumption. Therefore, the authors assumed that younger consumers are more
influenced by the quality of the bakery products (preferring local or artisanal products),
whereas older consumers are significantly influenced by the price of bakery products.

Other studies [37] found that major regional differences in consumer preferences
make segmentation of the regional market an attractive option, determining that consumer
preference structures are more strongly influenced by differences in economic development
than subculture.

The third hypothesis of this study is, therefore, that income is a main influencing
factor for bakery products and bread consumption, with lower incomes leading to higher
bread consumption. In addition, people in rural areas are believed to consume higher
quantities of bread than people in urban areas.

Some authors [38–40] considered consumer preferences in terms of product style
and what that means in practical terms for the marketing of widespread food products
(e.g., bread, wine, or meat). They found that there are specific differences in consumption
behavior and sensory preferences in men and women and between generic cohorts, specifi-
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cally millennial and elderly consumers, with the provision of key tangible aspects of food
products, namely, consumer sensory preferences, as being particularly important.

Therefore, the fourth hypothesis of our study is that there are significant differences
between the preferences of female and male respondents regarding bread, as well as among
age categories, with older categories of respondents consuming more bread than younger
categories. In addition, male respondents are expected to consume higher quantities of
these products.

In terms of sustainability, understanding environmental impacts of complete food
supply chains is important for the food industry to help devise strategies for reducing
the impacts of current and future products. Several authors studied the impact of food
production on the use of energy and resources [41–43], resulting in major warnings related
to the current production and consumption pattern that is damaging the environment.

Improving the efficiency of the food supply chain has been identified as a key means
of improving food security while reducing pressure on natural resources [43]. However,
there were studies [44] regarding the strong fluctuations and short-term changes of eat-
ing habits, claiming they can have major consequences on the potential generation and
management of food loss and waste, as well as greenhouse gas emissions, all considering
nutritional and economic aspects. Given the exceptional restriction measures imposed by
the Spanish government as a consequence of the COVID-19 pandemic, the food produc-
tion and consumption systems underwent significant changes. During the first weeks of
COVID-19 restrictions there was no significant adjustment in the global generation of food
loss and waste (FLW), but there was a partial reallocation from extra-internal consumption
to households (12% increase of FLW for households) [44].

Therefore, the fifth hypothesis of this study is aimed at the waste of bakery prod-
ucts and bread, assuming that there is a significant difference between age groups and
income groups in the quantity of wasted products, with the older categories wasting
less than the younger categories and the low-income categories wasting less than the
higher-income categories.

The debate in the media concerning a particular topic provides important insight into
society’s perception and understanding of the topic [11] Considering food-related topics,
several authors looked into how the social media debate depicted them and how they influ-
enced consumption [45,46]. Topics that were of higher interest in the debate related to some
sort of controversy, for example, genetically modified organisms in food production [47]
or the impact of food on health, especially on diabetes, obesity, or children [46,48]. Other
authors studied the depiction of new food technologies [49] or the effect of advertising fast
food directly to children [48]. In this case, the main fears of a society, related directly to
food as a prime condition for life, are presented in the media.

Therefore, a powerful reflection of the COVID-19-generated modifications on con-
sumption in relation to a basic food category (bakery products) is expected to be found
in the online media articles of the first part of the ongoing pandemic period (January–
December 2020).

3. Methodology

In order to pursue the previously stated objectives, the researchers considered a mixed
method approach. The importance given in the media to the topic of bakery products and
the main threads of discussion generated by the topic were analyzed through a qualitative
method, using the content from all available channels (newspapers, television news, blogs,
and social media posts) that was posted on a social media network (Facebook, Twitter,
Pinterest, etc.) during a specific period as well as word frequency software Buzzsumo [50].
The software allows the performance of social media discourse analysis on a selected topic
and region, and it is a tool used in different areas, such as the spreading of medical fake
news [51], citation analysis [52], the recently developed vaccination debate [53], or the
refugees crisis [54].
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The selection of social media content used the search phrase “produse de panificatie
OR paine” (“bakery products OR bread” in the Romanian language) and filtered the results
by “Romania” as a region. This generated 844 articles with a 459,874 total user engagement
and 544 average engagements per post on these topics for the period from January 2020
to December 2020, whereas the search for only “produse de panificatie” (Romanian for
“bakery products”) using the same filters generated only 42 articles with 3016 total user
engagements and 71 average engagements per post. The findings explain the significant
differences. The engagement refers to the number of user interactions with a post on the
considered topic (views, clicks, shares, comments, or reactions) [55].

The qualitative analysis relates both to the content of the retrieved articles and to the
engagement they registered on the web-based platforms. Additionally, the main themes
generated by the retrieved content were extracted by analyzing and coding each of the
articles by the main debated topic [56].

The consumer preferences for bakery products and the factors that pose the most
influence on choice were determined through an empirical study [57] using a quantitative
method [58].

Regarding the method of gathering the information, a quantitative survey was con-
sidered, using the structured investigation technique through a self-administered ques-
tionnaire [59]. As a sampling method, a convenience sampling through the “snowball”
process was used [60]. The main criteria for being included in the sampling group was to
be a bakery product consumer.

In order to determine the sample size, the Taro Yamane method was used [61,62],
according to which

n =
N

(1 + N × e2)
(1)

where N is the total population of 17,592,625 people over the age of 15 (Romania’s popula-
tion in 2020, according to [9], so the minimum size of the determined sample (n) was 693
people, using an error (e) of 3.8%.

The questionnaire was composed of 27 questions (26 closed questions and one open
question). Once developed, the questionnaire was pilot tested on 20 people to gather
feedback on understanding the questions and thus improve the quality of the research [57].
The questionnaire was distributed online.

The variables [63] used in the study of the Romanian bakery product market were
(a) dependent variables: consumer preferences for bakery products, and (b) independent
variables: gender, age, place of residence, and income. Only the independent variables that
generated important observation are further debated in the findings and discussion section.

The data gathered through the questionnaire were interpreted with the quantitative
analysis software IBM SPSS, version 27 [59,64]. The influence of the independent variables
on the dependent variables was studied using the chi-squared test [65].

The total number of answers gathered was 718, therefore the minimum sample was
ensured. However, the structure of the sample does not resemble the population struc-
ture [9]; therefore, the findings serve well to form a hypothesis for a future study with a
representative sample [66].

The structure of the sample by gender was composed of 77% females and 23% males;
23.4% of the sample lived in a rural area and 76.6% lived in an urban area. The distribution
of the sample by age showed a preponderance of young people, 7.52% of whom were
younger than 20 years old, 54.87% of whom were between 20 and 29 years old, 18.25%
of whom registered an age between 30 and 39 years old, 12.81% of whom registered an
age between 40 and 49 years old, and only 6.55% of whom were older than 50 years.
Regarding the distribution of the sample by monthly income, 32.2% of the respondents
had incomes lower than RON 2000 (around EUR 410 at 4.87 RON/EUR according to the
National Bank of Romania [67], 38.4% registered incomes between RON 2000 and 4000 per
month, 17.5% registered monthly incomes between RON 4000 and 6000, and only 11.9%
registered monthly incomes above RON 6000.
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4. Findings and Discussion
4.1. Engagement with Media Posts Regarding Bakery Products

The importance of the qualitative analysis does not reside in offering precise or
quantifiable results on a topic, but rather the possibility of pointing out some important
changes in consumer behavior [68], especially in sensitive periods such as the COVID-19
pandemic period [69].

There was a considerable difference between the results of the content retrieved
with the search of “bakery products OR bread” and only “bakery products,” as expected,
because bread is a basic food product in Romania. According to the National Institute
of Statistics [9] the average purchase of bread rose to around 8 kg per month, whereas
other wheat products such as flour or pasta remained below 0.9 and 0.4 kg, respectively,
per month.

Therefore, in Figures 1 and 2 the registered engagement with media posts on the
bakery product topic and the total number of articles posted are presented, respectively.
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Considering the total number of articles retrieved by the software, bread itself gathered
most of the interest from the online post readers (95%).

It is important to notice that in Figure 1 the number of posted articles increased
after the rise in user engagement. Overlapping with the increasing news on a possible
worldwide spread of an unknown virus (COVID-19) in the first two months of the year and
on recommendations for avoiding crowds and social distancing [70], the interest in posts
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regarding bread increased significantly. In March 2020, the number of posts regarding
bread was the highest in the analyzed period, whereas engagement began to decrease.

Remarkably, both the number of posts and the user engagement followed a similar
evolution after March 2020, and even more, they followed the same evolution as the
number of new registered infections in Romania and the intensified restriction periods [71].
Therefore, after the initial scare before the lockdown and its first days, the user interest
in this type of article diminished considerably. During the summer period, when the
restrictions were reduced to a minimum, user engagement was the lowest, only increasing
in November along with the second wave of infections and the regional lockdowns and
dropping again before Christmas when the interest of the users was probably directed in
other ways.

What differs significantly, besides the number of articles posted only on bakery prod-
ucts, is the fact that bread is a perishable product [72], whereas flour or pasta have longer
expiry periods and can be stored for a long time. The high interest registered in articles
on bakery products in March 2020 coincided with the first period of lockdown, when the
information on the virus was still limited and the advice was to stay at home as much
as possible [71], so people tried to make provisions of non-perishable products. Along
with the new information and the reduction of restrictions to visit stores, the interest in
these products became close to nothing and remained at that stage for the rest of the
analyzed period.

Considering that Facebook is the preferred social network in Romania [73], this
network registered the highest user engagement for both the searched categories, with 99%
of all engagement. Regarding the content type, the bread-related articles were both videos
(46.5%) and diversified content (54.5%) when bread articles were involved, whereas for
bakery products, there was only diversified content (text/pictures/links). Considering
the lengths of the articles found on “bakery products OR bread,” the preferred length was
between 1000 and 2000 words, whereas the preferred length of the articles found on “bakery
products” was fewer than 1000 words. Another interesting feature that provides insight
on user interaction with a specific topic on Facebook was the user reaction, expressed
through different emoticons. For “bakery products OR bread” the main reaction registered
was “angry” (32%), whereas for “bakery products” it was “love” (58%). Since there was
a considerable difference in preference for these article posts, the main themes of these
articles were coded and are further presented in Figures 3 and 4.
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Considering the main topics of the articles retrieved for “bakery products OR bread”
on web-based platforms in the analyzed period, we saw that more than half of them
included some kind of recipe for bread or similar dough that can be made at home. This
result is particularly important in the pandemic context, when people spent more time at
home and started to cook more, either due to passion or fear of possible infection [74]. The
second category of relative importance in the analyzed content was that of commercials,
including both bakery products that were promoted online or kitchen tools and appliances,
as a market response to the increased interest in baking.

An interesting result was revealed by the social issues category, which included topics
on donation requests or social cases of extreme poverty, with the connection to bread
being ensured by its standard as a cheap product that everyone should be able to afford.
Therefore, articles in this category often used phrases such as “they could not afford a piece
of bread” or “help with a piece of bread,” offering a glimpse into the level of poverty felt by
the lower income categories of Romania. The economic category included articles on the
price of bakery products—especially bread—the production capacity for this basic product,
and the emerging business generated by the pandemic situation.

Healthy eating was another important category, with the content of these articles
including healthy recipes, advice, or warnings from different kinds of experts on what
choice of food is healthier or how toxic some choices of bread are. There was a particular
category within this one regarding advice given to parents on the proper choice of food
they should give to their children, which was in line with previous studies [46,48].

Categories with a lower preponderance in the analyzed content were metaphorical
uses (including jokes or sayings, generally related to poverty); alternative uses for bread
(as in fishing, gardening, or even home remedies); political issues—a category that is not
exactly related to bread or bakery products, but is related to the Latin dictum panem et
circenses, or “bread and circus,” as a subtle critique brought to the political scandals during
this period [75]; and culture, including songs, traditions, or personal experiences related
to bread.

Although the number of articles retrieved by the search of “bakery products” was
significantly lower than for the previous search, the themes extracted by coding the content
of these articles were similar to the themes of the larger content but had a lower degree of
diversity. Even more, several articles were found in both contents, most of them relating to
recipes for baking bread.

The hypothesis regarding an increased interest of consumers in bakery products, and
especially bread, during the first months of the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic was con-
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firmed. Exceeding the hypothesis, the general interest, considering the results, was directed
at home baking recipes, and therefore was directly influenced by the home lockdown
restrictions that were instated in 2020.

By analyzing the content generated by Buzzsumo [50] for the two key phrases searched,
the main problems in Romanian society as they were portrayed on social media were
determined in relation to this basic category of food product. The results are consistent
with previous studies, offering a perspective on the health impact of bread [26]. The
debate goes in multiple directions, such as presenting healthier bread options such as
traditional or artisanal [45], the benefits of eating bread instead of other products [48],
and warnings related to the dangers of hidden components of industrially produced
bakery products [47,49]. The socioeconomic problems in Romanian society were also
depicted in the media posts through the metaphors, the social cases presented, and the
critiques of political activity, which mainly reflected the worries of not affording basic food
products, which is therefore in line with previous studies on the influencing factors of
food consumption [36,37,44]. It is important to note that not only does the media influence
readers through its content, but social media content is also an image of the society it
operates in [11,12,15]. The complexity of the bread-related topics, including considerable
references to profound political and social issues, may be an explanation for the most
encountered user reaction to these articles, that of anger.

4.2. Influencing Factors of Bakery Product Consumption

The significance level for the chi-squared test was first used to determine the preference
for different types of bakery products, considering age, income, and gender as independent
variables. The results, presented in Table 1, showed considerable differences between
products, but also between variables. Gender showed no significant influence on any of the
products presented to the respondents, whereas the consumption of bread with different
additions (e.g., potato flakes, olives) was not influenced by any of the considered variables.

Table 1. Differences of bakery product consumption preference by age, income, and gender.

Significance
Level

White-Flour
Bread

Black-Flour
Bread

Whole
Wheat Bread

Bread with
Additions Diet Bread Bagels

Other
Bakery

Products

Age >0.00001 >0.05 <0.1 <0.1 >0.05 >0.00001 >0.00001
Income >0.00001 <0.1 >0.1 <0.1 >0.05 >0.00001 >0.00001
Gender <0.1 <0.1 <0.1 <0.1 <0.1 <0.1 <0.1

Source: authors’ interpretation using SPSS.

Age and income determined highly significant levels of influence for white-flour
bread and bagels. Significant levels of influence were determined by age categories for
black-flour bread and diet bread, by income for diet bread, and only by income for whole
wheat bread. Considering the consumption preference for white bread by age categories,
there was a higher preference registered for younger respondents, with 44.44% of those
younger than 20 years old preferring to consume it “very much,” and the preference for
this product decreasing with each older category, with those over 50 years old preferring to
consume it “little.” Considering the income categories, those with lower incomes preferred
to consume white bread in a considerably higher percentage than those with a higher
income, who preferred it “little.” For the black-flour bread, all age categories preferred to
consume it “little,” yet for the categories older than 40 years old, the second percentage was
in the “much” and “very much” options, whereas for the younger categories the second
percentages went towards the least preferred options. The differences in income categories
registered for the preference of whole wheat bread showed an increasing preference along
with the level of income increasing. Diet bread presented a particular case. Although
the preference for consuming it was significantly influenced both by age and income, the
preference declared by the majority of the consumers in all age and income groups showed
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they did not like to consume it at all. For bagels, the youngest category of consumers
(less than 20 years old) preferred to consume them “much,” whereas the other categories
preferred to consume them “little” or “very little.” Considering the income categories, there
was a higher preference for the RON 2001 to 3000 and RON 4001 to 5000 categories than for
all the others. For other bakery products, the youngest category had a higher preference
for other types of bakery products than the older categories. When considering the income
categories, all of them had other preferences in the “little” percentage.

Considering the real consumption of bakery products, as appreciated by the respon-
dents, significant levels of influence were registered by the age, income, residence, and
gender variables. The differences registered by age group, residence group, and income
group are presented in Table 2.

Table 2. Differences for the consumed quantity of bakery products by age, residence, income, and gender.

Consumed Quantity (%) Very Little Little Much Very Much
Variable Groups

Age
(significance level > 0.0001)

>20 y.o. 1.85 40.74 38.89 12.96
20–29 y.o. 18.27 36.29 32.99 10.66
30–39 y.o. 16.79 45.80 31.30 6.11
40–49 y.o. 23.91 51.09 22.83 1.09
>=50 y.o. 29.79 42.55 23.40 4.26

Residence
(significance level > 0.0001)

Rural 10.71 29.17 42.26 16.07
Urban 20.55 44.18 27.82 6.00

Income
(significance level > 0.0001)

RON <1000 10.32 35.71 42.86 8.73
RON 1.001–2000 9.52 43.81 32.38 12.38
RON 2.001–3000 18.63 39.75 27.95 12.42
RON 3001–4000 24.35 48.70 21.74 3.48
RON 4.001–5000 25.00 32.14 38.10 4.76
RON 5001–6000 16.67 45.24 28.57 9.52

RON >6000 25.88 41.18 25.88 4.71

Gender
(significance level > 0.1)

Female 19.89 41.23 29.11 8.50
Male 12.73 38.79 38.18 7.88

y.o. = years old; RON = National currency of Romania; The answers for “no quantity consumed” were not considered in this case to ensure
the validity of the test. Source: authors’ interpretation with SPSS.

There were some differences within the groups of the variables that influenced con-
sumption. Regarding the residence influence, as claimed in the third hypothesis, the rural
respondents had a higher consumption, with 42% considering they consumed “much”
from this product category, whereas 44% of urban respondents considered they consumed
little of this product category. For the influence of income, the categories of less than
RON 2000 and RON 4001 to 5000 considered that they consumed “much” from the bakery
products category, whereas all others considered their consumption to be “little.” However,
by considering the mean of the responses, the categories below RON 5000 had a higher
consumption than those above this level. Therefore, the second hypothesis may be consid-
ered confirmed, with the results being in line with similar studies [37] that determined a
higher importance of economic aspects than of cultural aspects on food consumption.

Considering age, although all groups considered their consumption of bakery products
to be preponderantly “little,” there was a difference given by the second percentage, which
determined a higher consumption for categories younger than 40 years old than for those
above this level. There was a significant difference between male and female respondents,
considering gender as an influencing variable. Females preponderantly considered their
consumption of bakery products to be “little,” whereas males had equal shares of the
“much” and “little” categories. However, 60% of the female respondents considered their
consumption to be little and very little, and only 51% of the male respondents considered
theirs to be the same. The fourth hypothesis was confirmed in what concerns gender
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influence on the consumption of bakery products but not confirmed in what concerns the
age influence. Younger respondents had a higher overall consumption that older categories
in this study. The results are in line with Bruwer et al. [38] regarding gender differences,
but do not follow the same pattern for the age differences. In addition, the results of
Sánchez-García et al. [23] regarding the fact that female consumers are inclined to reduce
the consumption of certain food products, in this case bread, are in line with our findings.
Furthermore, a population-representative study might have different results.

Considering the factors that might have an influence on the purchasing decision for
this category of products, only few proved to have a significant probability for the studied
sample. For example, there was no significant influence of age on the choice of quality
products or special offers, but there was a mild correlation with gender. Furthermore, the
differences between groups of the same independent variable where a significant influence
was determined using the chi-squared test are presented. In Table 3, the differences of
choice considering the ways of production for bakery products and the price for these
products by age groups can be observed.

Table 3. Differences for production methods and price preferences by age.

Influencing Factors
Age Groups Very Little

Importance (%)
Little

Importance (%)
High

Importance (%)
Very High

Importance (%)Variable

Methods of production
(artisanal/industrial)

(significance level > 0.05)

>20 y.o. 11.11 27.78 29.63 31.48
20–29 y.o. 15.23 22.34 35.79 26.65
30–39 y.o. 13.74 23.66 38.93 23.66
40–49 y.o. 8.70 10.87 34.78 45.65
≥50 y.o. 12.77 17.02 31.91 38.30

Price (significance level >
0.001)

>20 y.o. 11.11 33.33 35.19 20.37
20–29 y.o. 6.60 25.63 45.18 22.59
30–39 y.o. 17.56 27.48 41.22 13.74
40–49 y.o. 16.30 30.43 35.87 17.39
≥50 y.o. 27.66 17.02 36.17 19.15

y.o. = years old. Source: authors’ interpretation with SPSS.

The methods of production for bakery products refers to the industrial or artisanal way.
Considering the health and environmental concerns that were studied previously [19,35] the
authors expected consumers to give this item particular importance. The results show that
this supposition was true, with all age groups declaring that they considered the methods
of production as important or very important in their purchasing decision, with the highest
importance being registered for the 40 to 49-year-old group. However, given the fact that
these results are not supported by similar ones considering different income groups, this
might suggest that in reality, consumers consider these factors only in a declarative way,
being primarily guided by their income availability [3]. The price of the products was
a significant factor for all age groups, with the majority considering it important (“high
importance”). No relevant differences between age groups could be extracted. Therefore,
the second hypothesis of this study was not confirmed, as a differentiation between most
important factors by age group could not be made for this sample.

Considering the respondents ’segmentation of price preference by levels of income,
the results are presented in Table 4.

The differences between price preferences influenced by age groups was repeated.
Considering the different income groups, most of the respondents considered this issue
to be of high importance and very high importance in their choice of bakery products.
However, the percentage of respondents who considered it to be of little importance was
higher for those with higher incomes than for those with lower incomes. Therefore, a
differentiation by income groups is more likely to be found also in representative samples.

The correlation between respondents’ gender and their preference for different pur-
chasing criteria of bakery products is presented in Table 5.
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Table 4. Differences for price preferences by income.

Influencing
Factors Income Groups Very Little

Importance (%)
Little Importance

(%)
High Importance

(%)
Very High

Importance (%)
Variable

Price (significance
level > 0.0001)

RON <1000 7.14 26.19 41.27 25.40
RON 1001–2000 6.67 23.81 44.76 24.76
RON 2001–3000 2.48 29.81 48.45 19.25
RON 3001–4000 11.30 20.00 50.43 18.26
RON 4001–5000 26.19 22.62 32.14 19.05
RON 5001–6000 16.67 28.57 33.33 21.43

RON >6000 24.71 36.47 29.41 9.41

RON = National currency of Romania. Source: authors’ interpretation with SPSS.

Table 5. Differences for quality and special offer preference by gender.

Influencing Factors
Gender

Very Little
Importance (%)

Little
Importance (%)

High
Importance (%)

Very High
Importance (%)Variable

Quality (significance level > 0.1) Male 3.07 2.89 14.47 79.57
Female 6.06 4.85 18.79 70.30

Special offers (significance level > 0.1) Male 32.01 32.19 21.70 14.10
Female 41.82 29.70 20.00 8.48

Source: authors’ interpretation with SPSS.

The quality of the bakery products and special offers had significant correlations with
the gender categories. Both female and male respondents considered quality to be a factor
of high importance when purchasing bakery products. Furthermore, females had a higher
percentage of responses in this category. Considering special offers for these products,
they were of little importance for most of the respondents in both gender categories, but
one-fifth of them considered them of high importance. More males than females took into
consideration special offers. The different patterns between male and female respondents
and a higher preference for quality for the second category are, again, in line with previous
results [35,39].

Additional influences were tested, and some results are important for this study and
for further developing of such research. For example, there was a very significant influence,
with a probability of about 99.9%, of age on the frequency of purchasing bakery products.
The age group below 20 years old, with a percentage of over 37%, answered that they
bought bakery products daily and with a weight of 31.4% two to three times a week.
From the age category of 20–29 years old, a majority share of 36% bought two to three
times a week, and 34.5% bought daily. From the other age categories, the respondents
purchased mainly two to three times a week with weights between 40.2% and 48.8%, and
from the same categories with weights between 23.4–31.5% they bought bakery products
weekly. Age also influences, with a high probability of 99%, the purchasing location for
bakery products. Most of the respondents preferred supermarkets or hypermarkets, but
the preference decreased for the categories above 30 years old, with the smallest preference
in the category above 50 years old. Proximity, local stores, and local bakeries were the
least preferred in this type of purchase, with most of the respondents in all age categories
mentioning that they rarely purchased from them.

Considering the declared food waste for bakery products of the respondents in this
study, the results by age, income, and gender can be observed in Table 6. The chi-squared
test was not valid in this case, as some categories had no answers, so the table only presents
the percentages of respondents within each category.
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Table 6. The level of bakery product waste by age, income, and gender.

<10% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%

Age

<20 y.o. 54.55 12.73 18.18 9.09 1.82 3.64
20–29 y.o. 57.00 15.78 12.47 9.16 3.56 2.04
30–39 y.o. 54.55 18.18 14.39 9.09 0.00 3.79
40–49 y.o. 68.48 11.96 9.78 8.70 1.09 0.00
>50 y.o. 76.09 17.39 0.00 4.35 0.00 2.17

Income

RON <1000 64.57 13.39 10.24 8.66 1.57 1.57
RON 1001–2000 52.38 14.29 17.14 7.62 6.67 1.90
RON 2001–3000 56.52 16.77 14.29 6.21 3.11 3.11
RON 3001–4000 62.61 13.04 10.43 13.04 0.87 0.00
RON 4001–5000 60.24 18.07 9.64 8.43 0.00 3.61
RON 5001–6000 57.14 21.43 14.29 7.14 0.00 0.00

RON >6000 58.82 16.47 8.24 10.59 1.18 4.71

Gender
Female 57.69 15.01 13.56 9.04 2.71 1.99
Male 63.64 17.58 7.27 7.88 0.61 3.03

y.o. = years old. Source: authors’ interpretation with SPSS.

Regarding age, all groups declared that they wasted less than 10% of purchased
bakery products. However, there was a higher percentage who wasted very little in the
categories above 40 years old than in the younger ones. Regarding income categories, the
highest percentage of wasted bakery products was found for the low to medium income
categories, whereas the respondents with the lowest and middle income had the smallest
amount of waste for the considered products. In addition, the category above RON 6000 per
month had the highest percentage, in the 50% waste category. Considering gender, male
respondents declared that they wasted less than female respondents. The results may be
also correlated with the higher consumption of bakery products found in the male category.

Considering these results, the fifth hypothesis was confirmed regarding the age criteria,
due to the higher percentages of respondents in categories above 40 years old who declared
the lowest level of waste for bakery products. The second part of this hypothesis was,
however, not confirmed. The results do not show a lower level of waste for low income
respondents, but rather for those with middle incomes.

5. Conclusions, Implications, and Limitations

The present study, even if only empirical, offers significant results for the scientific
domain, and also for the policymakers who can use such results to construct specific
measures to help the population cope with a crisis period such as the COVID-19 pandemic.

By following the qualitative and quantitative results, the high importance given to
bakery products, and especially bread, by the respondents was highlighted. The qualitative
analysis aimed at determining the importance given in social media articles for the Roma-
nian region showed significant similarities between the interests of social media users in
Romania and the periods of lockdown in this country. This is particularly important since
bakery products are a basic food category, so this similarity may highlight a significant
concern of social media users regarding not being able to suffice with basic food products
during such periods. Therefore, providing specific measures to ensure the supply of basic
food products should be considered a priority by policymakers in times of crisis.

Even more, the frequent use of bread in Romanian expressions is a reflection of the
fear of poverty. Bread is used as a common part of Romanian songs or metaphors, and
also to bring important critiques to the local or national authorities, as was seen in the
qualitative analysis. These results should be of interest to policymakers since they paint a
raw image of Romanians’ fears, problems, and general state of mind.

The quantitative analysis added to the qualitative results and supported the previous
considerations in terms of the level of poverty through the interpretation of the respondents’
answers. The most consumed bakery products were the cheapest ones, specifically, white



Sustainability 2021, 13, 3411 14 of 17

flour bread and bagels, whereas those with more nutritional value were preferred along
with an increase in income.

While the older respondents estimated their consumption as being slightly higher
than younger ones, a slight difference in income was also determined. Those with in-
comes above RON 5000 declared a lower consumption for this product category. More
important differences were determined between rural and urban respondents, as well as
between female and male respondents. The rural respondents declared a higher consump-
tion for bakery products than urban respondents, as did male respondents compared to
female respondents.

Price had the highest importance of the analyzed factors, with a 99.9% probability
of influencing the purchasing decision in this category of products in the case of our
respondents, yet its importance decreased with increase in income. Quality seemed to be
more important as a decision factor to female respondents, whereas special offers were
more important to male respondents. The frequency of purchasing bakery products was
significantly influenced by age, with the younger respondents purchasing more frequently
than the older categories of respondents. In addition, supermarkets or hypermarkets were
preferred to local stores by all age categories.

Considering waste of bakery products, the respondents to our study had a very small de-
clared percentage of wasted products, with the high consumption for this category of products
probably leaving little to waste, rather than it being due to environmental considerations.

Overall, the study has strong implications considering the mixed methods approach
that points out an important need to consider the food behavior of Romanians and the fears
and uncertainties of consumers related to it as a priority in policymaking. The choice of a
such a basic product as a topic of research highlighted significant remarks on the current
consumption pattern of Romanian consumers, pointing to a high consumption of basic
food products, and even the lack of this basic product (white bread), through the qualitative
analysis, which was supported by the results of a quantitative analysis on a sample of
respondents. The fact that price was the prime influencing factor of the purchasing decision
for a basic food product should be seriously considered in tailoring new food policies,
especially considering the sustainable development targets for the year 2030 [76].

The consumer preferences determined in this study should also be of interest for
bakery producers in designing products and communication campaigns that consider
regional consumers’ characteristics.

As further avenues of research, the authors consider it a good idea to expand the
quantitative research by using a representative sample of the Romanian population and
using a longitudinal study to determine the quantitative modifications of the Romanian
consumers in regard to bakery products before, during, and after a crisis period such as
the COVID-19 pandemic, as well as for other basic food products.

Limitations: Some limitations of this study may come from the research methods
chosen, con-sidering other sources of information on consumer interests (such as printed
media or scientific information) for the qualitative analysis may have different or more
detailed results. The choice of only one country for this analysis may also lead to small-
scale results. Searching for other food products within the social media results may also
contribute to the development of the body of literature. Even more, the fact that this is an
empirical study means that we cannot expand the results to the entire population, but only
offer hypotheses for a representative sample of the population.
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