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Abstract: Traceability is an important tool used by food companies and regulators in assuring food
safety and quality, especially when consumers’ needs for food information transparency are the
driver. Consumers consult the label to find out more details about a food product and, although
many factors influence their perceptions and purchasing acts, the label remains the primary means
of communicating food information affecting consumer choice. Therefore, it represents the final
step in a consumer-oriented traceability path. It follows that a suitable label design can improve the
food traceability process and reduce the information asymmetry between producer and consumer.
According to this view, this paper aimed to identify suggestions about food label design, in order
to create a support framework for food companies in food information communication increasing
label readability, customer satisfaction, and the effectiveness of traceability. A systematic literature
review method with content analysis was chosen to conduct the study. Eleven specific suggestions
from food labeling design theories were recognized. The novelty of the present study consisted in
mapping the food label design field, synthesizing the current knowledge, and providing a support
framework for food companies that would increase the readability of food labeling and enhance
customer satisfaction through a well-proposed food information communication in line with the
“farm to fork” strategy.

Keywords: traceability information; food labeling; food label design; food label theory; package;
food choice

1. Introduction

Currently, consumer awareness of information about food quality and safety is driving
research towards developing various methodologies to support food companies in imple-
menting transparency-based procedures such as certifications, traceability, and audit [1].
In particular, traceability and transparency in the food industry and agribusiness address
both companies and marketing needs, such as the optimization of logistical activities and
business processes, the improvement of market efficiency, the enhancement of information
sharing among supply chain actors from farm to fork, and the improvement of food quality
communication [2]. The labels on packaging play a role in this by including and communi-
cating food information. As a key issue of the marketing mix [3], packaging represents for
consumers the way to learn product information and can be used by food companies to
stimulate sales [4]. Indeed, labeling, as part of food packaging, is the best means to give
proper product information to consumers [5–8], responding to their expressed and implicit
cognitive needs [5,9,10].

The average consumer makes many food decisions each day, most of them uncon-
sciously [9], influenced by cognitive and emotional issues [10]. Thus, several factors
influence people’s food choices including health, cost, convenience, taste [11,12], and
personal and environmental safety [13].

Communicating information to consumers in a way that is able to satisfy these needs
is both a social and a business goal. Since the label represents the real interface between

Agronomy 2021, 11, 613. https://doi.org/10.3390/agronomy11040613 https://www.mdpi.com/journal/agronomy

https://www.mdpi.com/journal/agronomy
https://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-5216-5366
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8686-5109
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6771-509X
https://doi.org/10.3390/agronomy11040613
https://doi.org/10.3390/agronomy11040613
https://creativecommons.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.3390/agronomy11040613
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/agronomy
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/agronomy11040613?type=check_update&version=2


Agronomy 2021, 11, 613 2 of 17

consumers and food companies, in the absence of a face-to-face encounter [8,14], the most
important challenge is to make a food label sufficiently informative but not misleading.

Deceptive communication, deriving for instance from fraudulent claims, leads con-
sumers to make unhealthy and unsafe choices, undermines fair commercial practices and
trust in food markets, and jeopardizes the sustainability of the food system [15]. The sus-
tainability of the food system is a priority of the 2019–2024 European Union (EU) strategy.
The EU leverages on its “from farm to fork” action in order to ensure a fair economic return
in the supply chain and ensure that Europeans have access to healthy, affordable, and
sustainable food. Particularly, during the Covid-19 pandemic, the focus on individuals’
healthcare and well-being have been strengthened. In such a challenging time, keeping peo-
ple healthy and safe is critical while maintaining a high level of food safety and consumer
trust. Against this backdrop of heightened uncertainty, up-to-date and reliable information
about food is more important than ever [16].

Governments across the world make available guidelines for food labels design in
order to provide consumers with food information, helping them to make conscious
food choices in a more sustainable way. For instance, in the USA, the Food and Drug
Administration (FDA) and United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) declare several
elements of food labeling as mandatory (statement of identity, net contents, nutrition facts
panel, ingredient statement, statement/warning on allergens, country of origin, name, and
place of business).

Food labeling standards also originate from non-government organizations (Codex
Alimentarius; Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations), defining rules
for pre-packaged foods, nutrition and health claims, and nutrition labels. However, food
packaging shows several types of information, not all mandatory by regulation. Indeed,
food labels also include marketing information (i.e., advertisements, claims). Moreover, an
increasing number of ethical and external qualities labels, such as eco, sustainability, fair-
trade, carbon footprints, organic, are often packaged for commercial purposes. These labels
fall into the “certification labels” category [8,17–22]. Certainly, food companies respect the
labeling regulations but add other information in order to reach consumers. Indeed, it is
also demonstrated that the claims in labels are able to affect and change consumers’ food
choices [23].

The huge range of information, some of which is really not necessary, risks confusing
consumers in their food choice decision-making process [24,25]. Consumers’ ability to
correctly understand the information shown on product labels can be essential for health
and safety or simply to make an informed choice, respecting personal principles and
values [26,27]. The difficulties in the understandability of food information on labels are
essentially related to food label perception, intelligibility, and interpretation, and several
factors could affect these: (i) Choice conditions at the time of purchase [28]; (ii) product
name and its unintended semantic meaning [29–31]; (iii) proper label readability [32]; (iv)
color combinations related to food healthiness perception [33] or even psychological and
socio-cultural associations and meanings of colors in a cross-cultural perspective [34]; (v)
context and individual conditions at the time of purchasing [28,35]; (vi) role played by
taste [36]; (vii) bias against certain product categories such as Genetically Modified Organ-
isms (GMO) [37,38]; (viii) difficulty related to storage conditions and consumption [39]; (ix)
role played by emotions in reaction to a product or a situation [35]; (x) incorrect or partial
content perception [40,41]; or (xi) product comparison difficult due to several formats of
labels [42].

Several studies have focused on the analysis of food label theories or design. The
majority explore the issue from the consumers’ perspective, others focus on nutrition
and health, daily foodstuffs and meal effects on health, the food industry and related
products, impacts on the market and society, and child nutrition, as emerged from a
previous study by the authors. Moreover, an interesting part of the literature focused on
applying eye-tracking methods to detect the consumer’s response to different food label
designs [43–47]. Nevertheless, to the best of our knowledge, no suggestions for labeling
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design have been defined. The novelty and the purpose of the present study consisted in
mapping the food label design field, synthesizing the current knowledge, and providing
a support framework for food companies that would increase readability and customer
satisfaction through a well-proposed food information communication aligned with the
“farm to fork” strategy. A systematic literature review method with content analysis was
chosen to achieve this purpose.

The results of the present study contribute to identifying best practices in food label
design. A list of suggestions on label design could benefit: (i) Food companies to improve
their products and labels, (ii) governments to understand how social policies are acknowl-
edged by consumers and how to create new better fitted policies, (iii) practitioners studying
the field for the first time facilitating bibliographical referencing and providing an overview
of the topic, and (iv) researchers by the identification of new possible research routes.

2. Materials and Methods

A review methodology is strategic to systematically analyze a body of knowledge [48].
According this principle, we chose to utilize a systematic literature review methodology
in order to establish the boundaries of current knowledge This kind of review, applying a
specific protocol, aims to search and critically analyze the previous literature in a specific
field [49]. It is widely recognized that systematic literature reviews allow for the enhance-
ment of the quality of review methodology and related results through the transparency
and replicability of the protocol [48,50–52] and, improve the generalizability of the findings
allowing the systematic synthesis and analysis of the knowledge that compose a given
domain [53]. Particularly, among the several kinds of systematic literature review proposed
by Paul and Criado [54], we chose to apply the domain-based review and, according to
the Prisma guidelines [55], we proposed a review protocol composed of 3 steps discussed
below: Search scheme and sample definition, quality assessment, data analysis (Figure 1).
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2.1. Search Scheme and Sample Definition

Several authors have identified the need to propose a focused research question
or topic to obtain focused results from a literature review [56,57]. Keyword searching
represents the method commonly used to identify relevant literature [58], and the use of
Boolean operators allows the search to be refined [58]. A valid online article/bibliographic
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database was identified, as suggested by [59]. Using keywords representative of the
inquired scenario [57], the following combinations were defined:

• (“Design” OR “Theory” OR “Theories”) AND (“Food labeling” OR “Food labelling”);
• (“Design” OR “Theory” OR “Theories”) AND (“Food label”).

OR and AND Boolean operators were chosen because they are able to, respectively,
retrieve citations that contain one of the specified terms and retrieve a set of citations in
which each citation contains all search terms, which could appear in any order [59].

On the one hand, the proposed scheme was adequately narrowed down to our research
focus, and on the other hand, it did not limit the research to specific kinds of label (e.g.,
organic, fair trade, GMO) or specific elements that could be found in a label (e.g., logo,
claim, advice).

The Scopus (www.scopus.com (accessed on 24 March 2021)) database was chosen to
provide works with academic relevance according to our domain [60]. It was considered as
a good source [61] and more comprehensive than others [62]. The search in Scopus was
conducted in December 2020, in the “Article title, Abstract, Keywords” section, and no
temporal limitation was set. An initial sample of 937 papers was identified. According
to [63], the initial sample was restricted on the basis of the following criteria: (i) Limiting
to research article or paper, available to download, in the English language, (ii) excluding
works relating to a subject area deemed not pertinent with the present study and recognized
misclassification. The final sample was composed of 100 papers.

2.2. Quality Assessment

Quality assessment is a step in systematic literature review proposed to evaluate,
using specific criteria, the quality score of the papers sampled [64]. The sample was
assessed by applying the Critical Appraisal Checklist Instrument proposed by the Joanna
Briggs Institute (JBI) [65]. The protocol is composed of six criteria: (i) The nature of the
research methodology used in the analysis; (ii) the adequacy of the sample size; (iii) the
representativeness of the sample size for the population; (iv) the presence of a theoretical
framework; (v) the minimization of potential confounding factors; (vi) the outcome being
validated and objectively quantifiable. For each criterion, a quality rating was assigned
(low, medium, high). Finally, a study was considered as “high quality” if it rated “high” on
three or more criteria; “medium quality,” if it received two “high” or one “high” and two
“medium” ratings; the remaining studies were classified as “low quality” [63]. The quality
assessment of the papers sampled (Figure 2) resulted in a medium-high rating: 24 out of
100 studies identified were ranked as high quality, 42 out of 100 as medium quality, and
34 out of 100 as low quality.

2.3. Data Analysis

Content analysis was carried out on the selected sample of papers, in order to investi-
gate: (i) The meanings of food labeling from the scholarly perspective; (ii) the presence of
theories or suggestions for food labeling design, considering the factors of analysis and the
elements considered in the label. This method was useful in consumer research, and also
in its applications in the field of package design [18,66].

www.scopus.com
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3. Results

Labeling is not yet uniquely defined. Some authors report a specific definition, others
discuss the label concept in generic way. Several definitions of labeling are used in different
fields: Academic, regulation, and International Organization for Standardization (ISO).
The presence of papers in which the authors did not propose any definition of labeling was
also found: About 45% of the sample did not explain the label meaning, but conducted an
analysis of it (see Section 1 of Table 1).

Table 1. Results from content analysis.

Section 1: Label Definition

Specific Def.
Academic [8,41,44,45,67–102]

Regulation [76,86,103–108]
ISO [78]

Generic Def. [5,6,26,47,109–114]

No emerging meaning [7,20,29–31,37,38,46,115–153]

Section 2: Label Definition Points of View

Generic point of view
[5–8,29–31,44,45,67,70,72,76,79,81–83,87–

90,92,94,95,97,101,102,104,106–
108,112,113,117,121,123–126,129–131]

Content

Geographical label [78,85,106]
Shelf life label [103]
Allergy label [109]

Nutrition label [28,72,76,81,87,115,129,154]

Position [43,49,69,70,75,92,94,101]

Product
Genetically modified food [39,40,112]

Organic [74,86,152]
Baby food [110]

Process [20,78]

Section 3: Focus of the Studies

Label Design Theory
Studies that propose a theory to better design a label [6,7,46,49,90,99,115,117,121,122,134,135,142]

Consumer perception of food according to the label
Studies that analyze consumer perception about food after the consumer has

consulted the food label

[43,48,70,85,88,89,98,112,119,135,137,139,140,
144,150,151]

Consumer behavior about food according to the label
Studies that analyze consumer behavior about food after the consumer has

consulted the food label

[8,70,72–
74,76,78,82,85,88,91,96,103,105,106,110,112,116,

119,124,125,132,133,137,141,144,146,147]

Analysis about nutritional level of food
Studies that analyze the perception of food nutritional level after label

consultation

[26,71,75,91,92,94,95,115,123,140,143,148–
151,153]

Consumer preference about label styles
Studies that analyze consumer preference about several styles of labels [47,84,87,91,92,98,110,118,134,135,142,143]

Label understandability
Studies that analyze the level of understandability of several labels perceived by

the final consumer
[81,94,96,105,131,136,150]

Other
Studies that treat issues of label design not considered relevant for our analysis

[5,20,29–31,37,38,67,68,77,79,81,99–
102,107,113,122,126,128,129,152]

Analyzing each definition, they were characterized according to several points of
view: Content, position, product, process, or with any specific connotation (generic point
of view), as shown in Section 2 of Table 1.
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Some of the results deserve to be highlighted. Only 49% of the studies considered the
labels from a specific point of view, despite labels or the labeling process being the main
subject of 72% of the studies. Some authors [76,86,103–108] reported a specific definition
coming from the regulation field, treating the label from a content point of view: [103]
writes about shelf-life labeling that is regulated by the EU Commission in order to protect
consumers’ interests in a product’s shelf-life, considered a guarantee of good quality and
safety; [105] reports that a geographical indication label is certified and regulated, as
foreseen by the EU Regulation 1151/2012 that establishes the means to report a “product
specification”; [86] considers “nutrition labeling as a policy tool (mandatory information)
or as a voluntary marketing communication” and refers to a specific definition coming
from regulation, as foreseen by the Codex Alimentarius (CAC/GL 2-1985, Rev. 1-1993).

Only two studies [20,78] reported on a label definition from a process point of view,
writing both about eco labeling and the related aspect of environmental sustainability in
the production processes required.

Moreover, 80% of specific label definition with a position point of view came from
the academic field. Indeed, all studies took into account the front of package (FOP) la-
bel with different scopes: (i) Increasing the perceived amount of nutrients through the
usage of claims [41,93]; (ii) developing a collaborative decision-making processes [68];
(iii) evaluating the importance of colors and text description in order to increase its un-
derstanding [70,92,101]; and (iv) improving label understanding through the usage of
graphical elements rather than textual elements [74].

Thus, content analysis was focused on the recognition of good suggestions in food
label design, and the focus of the studies was analyzed leading to the recognition of
8 categories of topic (Section 3 of Table 1).

Even if only some authors proposed a theory for label design, good suggestions in
label design arose from the other papers. Then, papers were analyzed looking for the
factors and label elements considered in the studies.

In particular, only [89] treated label design considering the dimension of the elements
in a label, more than the contents, as factors of analysis. The author studied the space
dedicated to several contents on food labels with the aim to evaluate the right trade-off
between mandatory and voluntary information shown on labels, in order to ensure, at the
same time, a healthy food choice and a conscious purchase decision by the consumer.

Some papers [7,46,115,122] considered as the object of analysis both the contents and
graphical elements with particular attention to: The structure of the functional claims [121];
nutrition table, color and graphical formats [114]; health claims, diet and low-calories
claims, ingredient list, nutrition table, storage condition recommendation, calorie infor-
mation, brand and product name, background and graphical formats [7]; health claims,
brand and product name, and background [44]. The results were varied. From Kapsak
et al. (2008) emerged the overall difficulty of consumers to comprehend current food labels,
which requires simpler language regarding food, avoiding science- and/or disease-focused
commentary. The major finding was that claims (i.e., “calcium builds strong bones”) per-
form “successfully in communicating to consumers the healthy value of a food product,
as well as its quality and safety” [121]. Marino and Mahan (2005) suggested considering
matching the visual and cognitive processing requirements of decision-making in order to
better support the decision performance in the nutrition labels context. Rayner (1995, 30)
stated that a correct label design “is about the careful integration of words, typography,
images and visual devices to render complex information sets and procedures easier to un-
derstand.” More attention should be given to the density of information reported on a food
label [44], indeed consumer attention is indirectly proportional to increasing information
density. Oliveira et al. (2016, 166) suggest that “health claims should be written as concise
as possible to assure that consumers fully process them [ . . . ]”.

Some of the analyzed papers reported suggestions useful to better design a food label.
First of all, it should be taken into account that label messages are judged and evaluated
by the consumer, simultaneously with the rest of the package [8]. Thus, wording and
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graphical contents should both be considered important. An underlying assumption is
that the information present on a food label should be user-friendly, in order to facilitate
the understanding of food details by the consumer. From the point of view of the textual
content, food information should be communicated through ordered, clear, simple, concise,
and non-technical expressions [72,82,111,129], with a larger readable font size being bet-
ter [105,110,111] in order to enhance subjective hedonic expectations [67]. From the point
of view of the graphical element, several authors [30,46,69,74,80,85,93,109,126,141–143,150]
contend that images, pictographs, and standardized synthesis graphical systems are more
powerful than textual contents in terms of attractiveness and transmission of messages.
Particularly, standardized synthesis graphical systems (like the traffic light system or
choices checkmark symbol) could increase the perception of product healthiness, guiding
the consumer during the selection and purchase processes [80,126]. Regarding warning
labels, the triangular symbol with a white background and the signal word, “High in” is
more visible to consumers, capturing their attention and informing their food purchases
better than the signal words “A lot of” and the octagonal symbol [91,92]. Moreover, more
attention could be given to the choice of elements like background, wording style, and
picture. Light blue-colored food packages increase not only the attractiveness of the food
products but also increase their consumption [69]. Increasing the contrast between colors
improves the readability of the food label [104]. Indeed, [45] also debated that “the great
majority of consumers fixate their gaze on four key areas (image, brand, ingredients, and
nutritional information) for the food labels.” Some of these elements occupy a front of
package area, giving the food label a double function: Informing the consumer of the food
contents and acting as a poster hoarding [79,82]. Taking into consideration that consumers
value the public labels (regulated by EU [155]) more highly than private ones [117], several
are the information elements considered valuable and inalienable by the consumer.

The information already present on food label that is most requested and valued by
consumers are: Designation of origin followed by the organic logo or country of origin
(COO) label [78,85,113,118], the nutritional panel and warnings [113,118,139,150] (better
if calculated per 100 g of product [75]), the expiry date or the date of the maximum
shelf life [118,132] (with most preference for the wording “best before” [103]), and the
price [112]. It is interesting to note that other information was reported as impactful
for consumers. The usage of claims, better if short [130], could increase the perception
of food quality, healthiness, trust, and influence the food choice [43,70,102,107,139,144].
In the case of certified food products (i.e., organic food, GMO, Protected Geographical
Indication, Protected Designation of Origin), adding details on the authentication source
or food quality can enhance consumers’ awareness of food and the related authentication
mechanisms [39,74,89,106]. Regarding food information not reported on a label yet, it
should go beyond the basic needs of consumers and reflect consumers’ lifestyles and
philosophies, increasing the product appeal [79,98,135]. New labels include: The eco
label [78], fair-trade (more valued than the organic label [83]), and transformation product
mode [85].

Summarizing, from the previous content analysis, eleven suggestions for food label
design are recognized:

(i) Use simpler language avoiding technical commentaries [72,82,111,129];
(ii) Avoid a high density of information, integration of words, typography, and im-

ages [7,44] in order to match visual and cognitive processing requirements [114];
(iii) Use large size font in order to enhance subjective hedonic expectations [10,105,110,111];
(iv) Use a light blue color for food packaging to increase attractiveness of the product and

indirectly increase food consumption [69];
(v) Increase the contrast between the color of text and image [104];
(vi) Report nutritional panel with measures calculated per 100 g of product [75];
(vii) Report maximum shelf life [118] with most preference to the wording “best be-

fore” [103] or “expires on” instead of “sell by” [132];
(viii) Use claims with a short format [130];
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(ix) Use nutritional warnings [138,149] with triangular symbol, white background and
“high in” text [91,92];

(x) Add details about the source and mechanism of authentication with regard to certified
food product [39,74,89,106];

(xi) Encourage the use of labels that respond to new consumers’ perceptions and lifestyles
such as the eco label [78], fair-trade (more valued than the organic label [83]), and
transformation product mode [85].

The importance of a good food label design is evident both (i) to assure readability and
understandability for consumers in order to make conscious food choices based on accurate
food information, and (ii) to increase food companies’ ability to showcase through a trade-
off between mandatory and voluntary food information [89]. Furthermore, authors suggest
assisting consumers in nutritional education, through suitable policies to guide people in
the correct interpretation of food labels, starting from school educational level [5,28,129].

4. Discussion

The analysis conducted showed that no univocal and shared meaning about food
labeling exists, since numerous definitions have been proposed.

In particular, some authors have examined the meaning of food labeling from a
well-rounded perspective. Others conceive food label referring to several points of view.
Generally, food labeling was discussed as a tool able to represent food product information,
but, in some cases, it could specifically refer to the contents in the label, to the position of
the elements in the label, to a specific product category or to a specific production process.

Although all the papers analyzed supply suggestions for food label design, only
13 [6,7,46,49,90,99,115,117,121,122,134,135,142] reported suitable theories.

In all the remaining cases, the focus of the studies ranged from consumer food per-
ception according to label understandability, passing through consumers’ behaviors in
referring to food labels, analysis about the nutritional level of food, consumers’ preference
about label styles, and the analysis of consumers’ needs relating to labels. The papers
in the sample were focused on several factors of analysis: Element position, content, di-
mension and graphical elements, and considered the following label elements: Claims;
ingredients list; table; recommendation; product information; and graphical details. Food
labeling design seems to be embracing a scientific panorama with different scopes, through
different analysis, based on different factors, considering different label elements. In this
regard, eleven were recognized suggestions for food label design, with eight suggestions
referring to content issues (i, ii, vi, vii, viii, ix, x, xi), two suggestions referring to graphical
issues (iv, v), and only one suggestion referring to a wording issue (iii). All the recognized
suggestions permit the design of food-directive labels [133] grading the whole food and
each nutrient, both for healthy and unhealthy foods.

It is interesting to underline that these suggestions represent in most cases consumers’
requirements or preferences (i, ii, iii, iv, v, viii, ix, xi), and in three cases issues already
considered by governments to foster food safety and consumer health (vi, vii, x).

Particularly, suggestion (vi) proposes the effectiveness of a nutritional panel with
measures expressed per 100 g of the product. In the European Community, regulation
1169/2011 represents the guidelines on food labeling, establishing that the nutritional
elements must be expressed as mean values per 100 g (or mL) of the product. Even if this
is mandatory for EU countries, in other parts of the world regulations are different. For
example, the USA regulation established that the nutritional value must be expressed using
the concept of “serving size” which represents the amount of product considered sufficient
to meet the nutritional needs of an average adult. The Food and Drugs Administration
(FDA) established that the serving size could be expressed using several measurement
units such as the ounce, gram, or cup. A cup is equal to 240 mL and the conversion into
grams depends on the type of product. As debated by [75], in Brazilian consumers, this
generates difficulty in understanding the right amount of food to eat to maintain health. To
overcome this issue, authors recommend the inclusion of nutritional information per 100 g.
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Suggestion (vii) referring to the shelf life is reflected in the legislation. The EU regula-
tion 1169/2011 established that the expiration date must be introduced by the labels as “best
before” or “use by.” Other terms are considered illegitimate. Even though [103] discovered
that European consumers prefer the label “best before” underlining the effectiveness of the
EU regulation, the results found by [132] showed “expires on” is preferred over “sell by”
among US consumers. Indeed, not all countries have the stringent conditions proposed
by the EU in the regulation about expiration date. In the USA, there are no standardized
descriptions for open dating [156]: “Sell by,” “use by,” and “best if used by” are some of
the commonly used labels [157].

Finally, suggestion (x) refers to the importance of adding details about the authentica-
tion mechanism for certified food products. The EU Regulation 2018/848, which entered
into force on 1 January 2021, acknowledges this need, and requires companies to show on
the label of organic food products two identification numbers to univocally identify the
product and the certification body.

These suggestions, even if they are already contained within the regulations in some
countries, could be useful for food companies that operate in less regulated markets and/or
for governments to obtain feedback on the effectiveness of the established regulations.

Indeed, the existing literature demonstrates that poor dietary choices are partly de-
pendent on food marketing [158,159]. Food companies can adopt several strategies, also in
combination, to engage consumers [160]: Information on food labels (such as claims, logo,
advice); marketing strategies (such as product appearance in television shows, movies,
games, magazines); viral marketing or viral advertising (uses existing social networks to
promote a product on the net through a buzz strategy, such as “word of mouth”); sales
promotions (such as coupons, mailings); and co-branding strategies (for instance different
corporates together create a new product).

Considering that, for instance, over half of all food dollars in the USA are spent on food
consumed at home [161], a trend that has probably grown during the Covid-19 pandemic,
the marketing strategies applied to food labels may also influence consumption patterns
at the time of the purchasing act, having an important impact on health and, for instance,
obesity outcomes [162]. The global debate on food marketing’s role in public health and
awareness has also migrated to policy making. For instance, Michelle Obama, the ex-First
Lady of the USA, communicated actions “to revise the way food labels carried nutrition-
related information in her country [ . . . ], as the only way people could make ‘informed
choices’ was ‘by having clear, accurate information’” [77]. Understanding what kind of
information is presented on food labels is important, especially when a bad evaluation of
food information can cause disease. Practitioners need to be conscious of the marketing
strategies and at the same time governments must consider the potential of the food label
to influence and proceed to act policies able to protect consumers from misleading food
information.

5. Conclusions

Referring to the study purpose declared in the Introduction section, this study mapped
the food label design field synthesizing the current academic knowledge about:

• Food label definitions and the related points of view;
• The aims of current food label studies;
• The factors considered in food label design analysis.

Even if no univocal and shared meaning about food labeling exists, and generally
the food labeling was conceived as a tool to represent food product information, it could
specifically refer to the provided contents, to the position of the elements, to a specific
product category, or to a specific process in production.

The focuses of the studies range from food label design theories, passing through
consumers’ food perception according to label understandability, consumers’ behaviors
in referring to food labels, analysis of the nutritional level of food, consumers’ preference
about label styles, and the analysis of consumers’ needs from the label. The analyses of
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food label design conducted in the selected papers were focused on several factors: Ele-
ments position, content, dimension and graphical elements, and considered the following
label elements: Claims; ingredient list; table; recommendation; product information; and
graphical details. Starting from these evidences and in order to achieve the purpose of the
study, eleven suggestions in food label design are recognized. These represent a support
framework for food companies that would increase label readability and consumers’ satis-
faction, improving the communication process around food, and reducing the information
asymmetry between food company and consumer [163].

Indeed, food companies could find eight useful suggestions to better manage contents
in food labels (i, ii, vi, vii, viii, ix, x, xi), two suggestion referring to how to improve the
graphical design of the label (iv, v), and a wording suggestion useful to avoid misunder-
standing among consumers (iii).

The novelty of the present study consists in a systematization of the previous knowl-
edge about food label design into eleven suggestions. It is hoped that the results of the study
will be interesting for: Those studying the field for the first time, facilitating bibliographical
referencing and providing an overview about the topic; supporting food companies in food
label design in order to increase label readability and customers’ satisfaction; supporting
researchers in the identification of new possible research routes; helping governments to
understand how social policies are received by consumers and how to create new policies.

Concluding, it is interesting to underline that the studies considered treated the label
and the label design from a traditional view (a physical label on primary packaging).
No study on the design of a virtual label was found, underlining a gap in the literature
about virtual labeling design in the food industry. This evidence could be attributed to a
fundamental lack of awareness as to their purpose (i.e., the usage of QR codes to extend
the label contents is not viewed by consumers as adding value), which represents a failure
of marketing efforts to inform consumers [90]. Further research studies could investigate
consumers’ awareness about virtual labeling in order to evaluate if food companies could
leverage the same best practice in food label design.
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