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Premessa

The new economic environment requires not only a change in production systems but also a cultural
change, with innovation and quality being the foundations for a new management model. The
development of sustainable organizations and, above all, the creation of business networks for the
realization of sustainable values represent an important opportunity to design new business models,
where sustainability, innovation, quality and respect for the consumer can work together in a perfect
synergy based on an approach that can be related to the concept of Circular Economy. This is a
significant set of research topics for the scientific community, particularly in the field of
Commodity Sciences, where it has always been a subject of study and analysis.

The XXVII Congress of Commodity Sciences will be an opportunity for the discussion and study of
these topics. Special focus areas will be: energy, food, services, transport, waste, product
certification and circular economy.

TOPICS

Creativity, innovation and global entrepreneurship; innovation, Start-ups and spin-
off; R & D and innovative technologies, Process Management, Commodity features; New process
design and continuous improvement; Technology and management innovation; Entrepreneurship;
ICT.

Quality Management Systems, Product
technical quality and customer satisfaction, Service quality and consumer protection, Safety and
traceability, Human resource management and quality culture; Theoretical and empirical analysis of
excellence models; Agrifood quality; Food safety, the Circular Economy in the agrifood business;
Consumer perception and sensory analysis; Labeling and nutritional and healthy food profiles.

Environmental protection, Environment,
safety & ethics management systems, Integrated Management System; Circular Economy;
Management of energy resources and raw materials; Renewable energy sources; Advanced
technologies for energy production and the industry; Environmental technology; Energy and
environmental modeling; Life Cycle Analysis (LCA, LCC; S-LCA); Code of ethics; Industrial
symbiosis; Industrial Ecology methods and tools.

Prof. Alessandro Ruggieri
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LABELLING AND HYGIENIC-SANITARY SAFETY IN CHINA: RESULTS
OF A PRELIMINARY SURVEY BASED ON A SAMPLING OF CHINESE
CONSUMERS

Erica Varese, Maria Chiara Cesarani

University of Torino, Italy - Commodity Science area, Department of Management

ABSTRACT

This study is divided into two parts. The aim of the first section is analysing the Chinese so called
“Food Safety Law” as well as offering a short comparison between the Chinese Law and the EU
Regulation on “provision of food information to consumers”. The second part, instead, wants to
understand the comprehension and knowledge of labels on packaged food through the results of a
recent survey distributed to a sample of Chinese consumers residing in Torino, who usually fly back
to their home land. The questionnaire is divided into four sections. The first part concerns
consumers’ attitudes when grocery shopping of the interviewees when in China; the second part is
about the interviewees’ habits while in Italy; the third part is aimed at understanding the “quality”
of the information given by the labels, whereas the fourth is about personal information of the
interviewees.

Keywords: Food; Labelling, Food Safety Law; Provision of Food Information to Consumers;
Health; Hygienic and Sanitary Safety; Survey; Consumers; China; Italy.

INTRODUCTION

This study has to be read in line with other significant ones regarding labelling and its
understanding among Chinese consumers (Liu, Hoefkens and Verbeke 2015, 103-105) as Chinese
people have become more and more aware of the importance of the relationship between health and
food (Cheng, Cao and Xu, 2007; Sakamaki et al. 2005, 4).

After the announcement of a new program, known as the “healthy China 2020”, Chinese food
producers have started to add a new nutrition label, because all over the world and mostly in Europe
it is seen as an attractive and potentially effective policy instrument to transmit information and to
help people to freely decide on what to buy (Capacci et al. 2012; Grunert and Wills 2007; Grunert,
Wills and Fernandez-Celemin 2010).

Some Authors believe that this information may affect consumers’ dietary intake because of the
well known and widespread attitude of showing socially desirable behaviour (Middleton and Jones
2000; Liu, Hoefkens and Verbeke 2015, 109).

In fact, its aim is not only to generally underline the differences between the European Regulation
nr. 1169/2011 and the Chinese Law GB 7718-2011 on packaged food labelling — know as Food
Safety Law (FSL), but also to show the results of a preliminary survey on the comprehension and
knowledge of labelling regulation among a consumer group consisting in Chinese people residing in
Torino, Italy.

BACKGROUND

After the widespread and well known food related scandals in the early 2000s (among which the
most known are the melamine milk powder, the pesticide in the “Jinhua” ham and the dumplings
with staphylococcus aureus), China’s export has been severely hit and the concern about food
safety grew both within and outside China’s borders (Chenhao and Jukes 2007; Mol 2014, 49-50).
Therefore, since the very beginning of the 1990s the Chinese State authorities have been
strengthening their food safety system, starting with updating, in 1995, the Food Hygiene Law
originally enacted in 1983 and then, in 2009, enacting a “revolutionary” law: the FSL (GB 7718-
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2011). This law raises food safety standards, increases punishment and institutes a system of risk
evaluation (Confapi Export, 2015), enabling Chinese food standards to meet the international ones
such as the ones drafted by WHO & FAO in 2003 and 2006. The results of the new law is a new
transparency in the food system, in order to ensure disclosure of information (Mol 2014, 50).
Compared to the previous law, the FSL has introduced six major changes (Balzano, 2009): firstly, it
integrates the inspection system and defines the responsibility of each authority; secondly, it sets up
a system of surveillance and assessment of food safety risks; thirdly, it tries to unify the national
food safety standards (which were set at sub government level, and particularly by provincial
governments); fourthly, it states that liability is on the food producers; fifthly, it enhances legal
sanctions on enterprises infringing consumers’ interests and rights; sixthly, it increases punishments
on law enforcement Authorities violating their responsibilities in protecting consumers and their
safety (Jia and Jukes 2013, 238).

Moreover, the new Chinese law aims at using labels both to inform consumers and to spread the
consciousness of nutrition (Liu, Hoetkens and Verbeke 2015, 104).

As known, labels are called “silent sellers” (Varese 2012, 17) because of their ability to convey
information and to orient people’s choices. It is interesting, then, to analyse similarities and
differences between the EU Regulation nr. 1169/2011 and the Chinese FSL.

Although it is not appropriate here to scrutinize every single detail of the said regulations, it is
important to note that, differently from EU Regulation nr. 1169/2011, the Chinese FSL integrates an
inspection system and provides criminal offence rules. In Europe, the EU can not enact criminal law
because it is a competence of each Member State.

Moreover, the field of application is slightly different, although they are both applicable to
packaged food (which does not include direct sell packaged food and bulk products): the Chinese
one is applicable only to directly served pre-packaged food, whereas the European one extends its
field of action to pre-packaged food including selling food by means of distance communication
(distance selling).

Conversely, as both the FSL and the EU Regulation aim at correctly informing consumers, both
laws state that information should be easily readable and not misleading, setting a minimum front
size for the prescription (although they differ, from 1,2 mm in the European one for packaging over
80 cm?, to 1,8 mm for packaging over 35 cm” in the Chinese one).

Last but not least, the FSL adds a long series of prescriptions on what to do for single packaged
food resembling European food, after which it states what should appear on labels: - the name of
the food; - the list of ingredients; - the quantity of certain ingredients or categories of ingredients; -
the name or business name and address of the food business operator; - the date of minimum
durability or the ‘use by’ date; - any special storage conditions and/or conditions of use; other
mandatory details.

MAIN FOCUS OF THE PAPER
Aim, Issues, Controversies, Problems

The most significant differences between Chinese and EU Regulations are the following:

e Substances that can cause allergies or intolerances: the EU Regulation states that they must be
indicated on the label, whereas the Chinese law only recommends to declare them;

e Instructions for use and nutrition declaration: these two elements are both compulsory in Europe,
whereas they are not in China, where it is left to producers to insert them or not;

e Date of minimum durability: it is the indication that has to be present on Chinese labels. In Europe it
is replaced by the “use by” date for perishable food;

e Name of the food: the EU Regulation has a hierarchy for it (legal name, customary name and
descriptive name) whereas in China it has to be a descriptive one;

e  Production date: in China it is compulsory, whereas in Europe it is not.
Considering this background of similar yet different legislations, the Authors decided to undertake
an investigation among Chinese consumers residing in Torino in order to ascertain how well this
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“new” law is understood by people dealing with two different languages and different label
indications.

As already said, this paper aims at investigating the comprehension and knowledge of labels on
packaged food after the enactment of the FSL and the EU Regulation nr. 1169/2011 through the
results of a recent survey distributed to a sample of Chinese consumers residing in Torino, who
usually fly back to their home land. The fact of them flying back home is important due to the
connection between the two laws, as they have to face the Chinese one when home, and the
European one when they reside in Italy.

Therefore, the Authors prepared a questionnaire both in Italian and in Chinese (helped by Chinese
students of the University of Turin who translated it) which was divided into four parts.

The first part concerned interviewees’ attitudes when grocery shopping in China: it aimed at
ascertaining whether the Chinese labelling regulation is known and understood. The second part
was about interviewees’ habits while in Italy: it investigated whether they buy Chinese products
imported into our Country and, in this case, whether what is read is the Chinese or Italian
(mandatory according to EU Regulation nr. 1169/2011) version of the labelling. The third part was
aimed at understanding the “quality” of the information given by the labels, whereas the fourth was
about personal information of the interviewees.

In this regard, the Authors have not found other literature on the exact theme, as literature mainly
investigates a specific kind of labels (Liu, Hoefkens and Verbeke 2015) or the evolution of the legal
frame (Jia and Jukes 2013) or transparency as a tool of guaranteeing food quality (Mol 2014) or the
evaluation of information in order to achieve safe food (Liu, Pieniak and Verbeke 2014; Liu,
Pieniak and Verbeke 2013).

Method

This research has been carried out from the consumers’ perspectives. Table 1 provides technical
specifications of the survey.
Table 1. Technical specifications of the survey

Sample size 148 Chinese consumers (PAPI and CAWI
interviews)

Pilot survey Pre-questionnaire with 20 consumers

Field-work June 2015

Information processing | SPSS 18.0

Source: Own elaboration

A pilot survey was conducted before embarking into the main data collection. Some adjustments
were subsequently made. As soon as the final questionnaire was ready, in the month of June 2015,
Chinese consumers residing in the area of Torino were contacted in person, or via e-mail and social
networks (mostly FaceBook), thanks to Chinese students of the University of Torino. The
interviews were conducted in the following 4 weeks.

The questionnaire explained the objective of the study and invited all recipients to participate via PAPI
(Paper and Pencil Interview) and CAWI (Computer Assisted Web Interview).

Survey instruments consisted in a questionnaire containing 17 “closed ended questions”, all aimed
at collecting data on consumers (profile, consumers’ attitudes when grocery shopping in China and
in Italy, “quality” of the information given by the labels). If consumers were asked to rate the
importance of an element, a five-point Likert-type scale was used (1 = not important; 2 = somewhat
important; 3 = important; 4 = very important; 5 = extremely important). The interviews lasted for an
average of 4 minutes.

The questionnaire was created using the software “LimeSurvey”, an open source tool for online surveys. The
data collected were loaded and processed using the SPSS (Statistical Package for Social Science - PASW
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Statistics 18) statistics program and this was followed up with the plotting of graphs using Microsoft Office
Excel.

Limitations (if any)

Firstly, the Authors have focused on a sample of self- selected urban consumers, which limits the
potential of generalizing this study to the entire Chinese population residing in Italy. Future studies,
using broader and more representative consumer samples, would provide further insights and
contribute to a better interpretation of this study. Secondly, it is limited to people residing in just
one Italian town, Torino, so it would be interesting to distribute the same questionnaire to other
cities all over Italy in order to compare results and draft a more accurate picture of labelling
knowledge. Thirdly, as other studies in the same field, it depends on self reported behaviour so, as
already said, it may suffer from what is known as “social desirability bias”, therefore it may be
different from the actual behaviour of the interviewees. It would have been better, although not
possible here, to have more experimental and observational studies on the topic. Hopefully they will
be carried out. Fourthly, the study is limited to understanding which language is the one read by
consumers, between the “original” — Chinese — and the one required to be used for imported pre-
packaged food according to EU Regulation nr. 1169/2011 — Italian —.

RESULTS AND IMPLICATIONS

Chinese immigration in the Turin area is a relatively new phenomenon — since it started about 20 -
30 years ago-.

Therefore, in order to identify the interviewees’ profile, the Authors decided to set following age
groups: 18-25; 26-36; 37-50; 51-60; >61. About half of the interview sample is quite young, aged
between 18 and 36, whereas the other half is between 37 and 60 years old (37-50: 32 and 51-60: 38)
and only 2 are over 61. This result was predictable due to the way of handing out the questionnaire
and to the condition set at the beginning of the interview: having flown home at least once since
January 2014.

37.84% of the interviewees are in an employer/employee relationship, whereas 23.65% are self-
employed. Students add up to 24.32% of the sample, whereas housewives account for 14.19% and
nobody is unemployed. Men are 68 (45.95%), women 80 (54.05%).

The most relevant results regarding consumption habits of the interviewees when in China are
following:

87.84% of the interviewees state they always or often read labels of not usually bought pre-
packaged food while in China and 94.59% declare that the front size of the mandatory information
is easily legible, 3.38 % that it is too small and 2.03% that it is too big. Almost the entire group of
the consumers’ sample (93.24%) affirm to have heard of FSL and general ruling on labelling.
Nevertheless, this brilliant result does not mean that each person knows what lies underneath the
mandatory food information: only 33.78% of the consumers know that the list of ingredients should
include all ingredients of the food in descending order of weight, as recorded at the time of their use
in manufacturing the food; 27.03% believe that the order in the list of ingredients is up to
producers’ discretion, whereas 39.19% think that ingredients should be listed in a growing order of
weight at the time of production.

The definition of the “date of minimum durability” is known by only 58.11% of the sample, as the
rest of it thinks that after that date the food could be harmful for human health.

Section 2 of the questionnaire, made up of 3 questions, concerns the grocery shopping habits of
Chinese consumers buying Chinese products in Turin.

The majority of the interviewees (47.30%) declared they buy Chinese products once or more often a
week (37.84% once; 9.46% more than once), 8.11% every day, 20.95% every 15 days and 23.65%
occasionally.
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When buying a not known Chinese pre-packaged food, the preponderance of the sample only reads
the Chinese version of the label (60.81%), just 10.81% reads it in Italian whereas 22.97% declare to
pay attention to it both in Chinese and in Italian. The 5.41% state that they buy by impulse, without
even reading the label.

The majority of the interviewees believe the information written in Italian to be only the “essential”
one, 24.32% think there is a complete translation of the mandatory food information whereas
30.41% declare a complete lack of attention regarding this point.

Graphic 1 underlines the importance given by Chinese consumers to some of the mandatory
information required under EU Regulation nr. 1169/2011 and FSL.

Graphic 1. Consumers’ perception about some of the mandatory information provided by Chinese
and European regulation
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FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS

The survey is limited to the Turin district, although, thanks to the obtained results and the appeal to
the interviewees, the survey could be extended to other geographical areas.

CONCLUSIONS

The most relevant differences between the Chinese and the European law are basically referable to
the different sanction system, which is the same all over China, while it differs from Member State
to Member State in the EU, and to the distinction regarding mandatory food information reported
on the label.

The survey analysis highlighted what the sample members believe should be reported on the labels:
in fact, 81.08% said it is very important to have information on potential allergens. To be more
precise, it is “very important” for 23.64% and “extremely important” for 57.43%. As already said,
this information is not compulsory in China. Another interesting outcome regards the nutrition
declaration as only 21.6% thinks it is not important in order to better identify the pre-packaged
food.

Hopefully, these two indications will become mandatory under the FSL, as they already are under
the EU Regulation.
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Less relevant, but always somewhat important, are the special storage conditions: only 16.90%
believe they are not.

Due to the fact that the FSL only provides the date of minimum durability, the questionnaire did not
address the distinction between it and the “use by”. Nevertheless, because of the encouraging
results on the date of minimum durability (only 4.73% believe it is a not important information),
also the prevision of the “use by” indication, after which the food product can be harmful for human
health, could be useful for better informing consumers but only if the distinction is well expressed
and explained.

91.22% of the sample believe the date of production to be important (or very important or
extremely important). It would be interesting to understand the perception of it by European
consumers in order to consider its possible introduction into EU Regulation nr. 1169/2011.

Chinese consumers declare that Chinese labels are easily readable thanks to the front size (1,8 mm)
and this is confirmed by the fact that they normally read the Chinese version of the label (83.77%).
Therefore, the possibility of enlarging the front requested under EU Regulation nr. 1169/2011 in
order to improve legibility of labels should be considered.

In conclusion, this survey being just a preliminary one, the Authors hope to extend sample and
geographic area in order to obtain more precise and representative results
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