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Abstract Foods may contribute to maintaining the health on a long term basis, in ways not recognized until
now, which means a new dimension of appreciation of how food can positively influence the health and welfare
of the people, beyond providing the nutrients needed. This study attempted to identify the importance for
consumer purchase and consumption of functional foods. Research results have shown that consumers are
beginning to attach greater importance to healthy eating, 32.99% of respondents believing that this criterion is of
great importance in their consumption habits. Most consumers have considered it very important to permit health
claims for functional foods by authorized agencies (74.29%), the need for scientific support of health benefits

(64.94%) and their communication to the public (89.35%).
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1. Introduction

Strictly speaking, all food is functional, in that it
provides energy and nutrients necessary for survival.
But the term “functional food” in use today conveys
health benefits that extend far beyond mere survival.
Functional foods are foods and food components
that provide a health benefit beyond basic nutrition
conventional foods, such as fortified, enriched or
enhanced foods and dietary supplements. Functional
foods can provide health benefits by reducing the
risk of chronic disease and enhancing the ability to
manage chronic disease, thus improving the quality
of life [3, 5, 6, 9, 11]. Functional foods also can
promote growth and development and enhance
performance [8].

Food and nutrition science has moved from
identifying and correcting nutritional deficiencies to
designing foods that promote optimal health and
reduce the risk of disease.

A growing number of consumers perceive the
ability to control their health by improving their
present health and/or hedging against aging and
future disease. These consumers create a demand for
food products with enhanced characteristics and
associated health benefits. In one study, 93% of
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consumers believed certain foods have health
benefits that may reduce the risk of disease or other
health concerns. In addition, 85% expressed interest
in learning more about the health benefits offered by
functional foods [13].

World market growth in the natural health
products, nutraceutical and functional food industry
is being driven by demographic, economic and
social trends. The key factors driving this growth in
demand, as well as and changes in the supply chain,
include: aging populations, increasing interest in
healthy living, increasing affluence and education
among world populations, increasing understanding
of the link between nutrition and health, emphasis on
preventative measures to control health care costs,
increased acceptance and utilization of alternative
treatments, rising acceptance among doctors,
pharmacists and other health professionals,
expanding body of scientific and clinical research to
validate effectiveness and safety, expanding press
coverage of such research, increased marketing and
advertising activities by suppliers, evolving public
policy and regulatory environments [14].

Although functional foods are intended to
modify physiological functions within the body in a
positive way, their mode of action is to restore,
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reinforce or maintain normal body processes in ways
consistent with normal physiology. They may
restore or enhance body functions within normal
ranges in order to optimise health and well-being or
they may reduce factors known to be associated with
the risk of contracting diseases [4].

Food choice behaviour is driven by the
optimisation of both nutrition and enjoyment derived
by food choices [7]. Food choice is a complex
human behaviour influenced by many interrelating
factors such as: the properties of the food, the
person-related  factors and the purchasing
environmental factors [10]. During the evaluation of
alternatives, food selection is not only based on
sensory properties of food, but also on verbal
information about the food such as description on
the packaging, advertisement in the media, advices
or recommendations of other persons. Finally, in the
case of a purchasing process it is assumed, that a
consumer intends maximising his utility from
buying and consuming goods given his limited
budget [12].

2. Experimental

The purpose of this research was to identify the
importance of buying and consumption of foods with
health benefits among population in Constanta.
Research objectives have been as follows:

- to collect information on primary preferences
of consumers in Constanta, regarding their
attitude to consume foods with health
benefits;

- to identify consumer view on the need for
scientific justification and communication of
health benefit on functional food;

- consumption habits of different consumer
segments;

- criteria used by consumers in assessing the
different types of products for purchase;

- to estimate how consumer preferences are
affected, depending on income, age and / or
gender;

The research was focused exclusively among
potential consumers of food in Constanta looking for
gathering information about their perceptions on
food with health benefits, on the need for scientific
justification on health benefits of food and their
public communication.

To ensure the representativeness of the sample it
was considered a confidence level of 0.05
(corresponding to a probability of ensuring research
results of 95%), a margin of error of +/- 5% and a p-
value = 0.5% (assuming that the key attribute rated is
buying food with health benefits and that 50% of
consumers prefer those products). Sample size was
of 385 persons [2].

The interviews took place in supermarkets from
Constanta on alternative days of the working week,
both morning and afternoon.

Most of the questions had two or multiple
responses and some were open questions [1].

The survey was conducted between 1% and
February 28" 2010. In all cases, the method used to
collect information was personal survey (face-to-
face).

3. Results and discussions

The sample consisted of 385 respondents,
approximately two thirds of whom are women
(66.3%) and 33.7% men. This sample structure is
considered as representative assuming that mainly
women are responsible for their family shopping.

Regarding the age, 15.7% of the respondents
belonged to an age group between 18 to 24 years,
21.6% from 25 to 34 years, 23.4% between 35 and
49 years, 20.2% between 50 and 64 years and
respectively, 19.1% 65 years or more.

Regarding family structure 21.9% of the
respondents come from families consisting of two
adults, 26.8% from families consisting of two adults
and one child, 38.7% of families consisting of two
adults and two children, 4.4% of families consist of
two adults and three or more children and 8.2% of
respondents are in other situations. Regarding the
education level of the respondents 10.3% are
graduates of secondary level, 17.5% graduated
professional level, high-school graduates 27.2%,
35.2% of university level and respectively 9.8% of
postgraduate level.

What regards the socio-professional category of
the respondents, most of them were employed in
contract work (69.4%), 11.3% were retired, 11.3%
were housewives, 3.2% were employed part-time
while the remaining 5.8% were unemployed. In
addition, the average income per family member
raged as follows: 14.4% below 500 lei, 18.1%
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between 501 to 700 lei, 33.1% from 701 to 1000 lei,
18.8% between 1001 - 1500 lei and respectively,
15.6% over 1500 lei.

Of the 385 respondents, 9.87% appreciated
criterion ,,healthy food” as most important in food
choice (Fig. 1) and 32.99% considered this criterion
as of great important in their consumption habits
(Fig. 2).
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Fig 1. The opinion of the consumers regarding the
criteria of food choices
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Fig.2. The importance of healthy food in the
consumption habits of the consumers

In the potential consumers opinion the most
important factors that condition the decision to
purchase food with health benefits are the high
percentage of the health foods price than that of the
conventional products price (29.87%), of the good
information for consumers (21.56%) and their
concern for the prevention of risks of disease
(18.96%).

Out of the total of 22.08% of the respondents
felt that buying food with health benefits is very
necessary, 37.14% thought that is necessary, 33.51%
that these foods have a low necessity, and 7.27%
considered that the acquisition of these foods is not
necessary.

In terms of frequency of purchase of food with
health benefits 33.77% of the respondents said that
they do this once a week, 32.47% more than once a

week, and 22.86% more than once per month, 9.35%
monthly and 1.56% rarely. Regarding the decision to
purchase and consume of foods with health benefits
for 33.25% of the respondents there was an initial
programming, to 57.66% was the result of an
impulse and to 9.09% was due to the absence from
shelves of conventional products.

Regarding share of foods with health benefits in
diet, 61.82% of the respondents said that healthy
foods are present in their diet at a rate below 25%,
31.43% consume healthy food in a proportion
ranging 25 - 50%, while only 6.75% of the
respondents said that eating foods with health
benefits ratio exceeds 50%.

The main motivation for which the potential
consumer does not buy foods with health benefits
remains the price (30.13%), followed by the lack of
any conditions to justify such use (17.92%), fear of
side effects that these foods might have (16.10%)
and preference for organic food (15.58%).

The variables that can attract the interest of
consumers towards consumption of foods with health
benefits are the particulars specified on the food
label for 33.77% of the respondents, increased
personal interest in the health through diet, for
28.31% of the respondents and respectively,
promoting foods with health benefits for 28.05% of
the respondents.

On consumers' favorite place where to find
foods with health benefits 52.73% of the respondents
opted to find these products on the shelves, along
with other conventional products, 32.21% of
respondents opted for an arrangement of special
districts in the shops, while 15.06% of the
respondents considered an appropriate arrangement
of specialized shops in marketing these products.

Regarding the potential user opinions on what
can be ensured, namely, that the food can support a
good health body, views are divided fairy balanced
(Fig. 3).

Out of the total of 74.29% of the respondents
considered as important to authorize health claims on
food by specialized bodies in the field, while 14.03%
did not consider important this fact and 11.69% of
the respondents did not acknowledge the need of
authorization. Regarding the need for scientific
evidence to support the health benefits of food
64.94% of the respondents considered that it is
necessary, 9.87% of the respondents do not support
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this, 14.55% of the respondents believe that such
evidence is not necessary, while 10.65% are not
aware of the need for scientific support.
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Fig. 3. Elements to ensure the support of health
benefits of foods

Most of the respondents (89.35%) considered as
adequate the need of public communication of health
benefits of foods, 6.79% of the respondents do not
know and only 3.90% of the respondents considered
that a public communication of the food benefits is
not necessary. Views on the elements that should be
communicated to the public about foods with health
benefits were diversified.

Regarding the respondents view on the central
body activity and on the legislation adopted for food
with health benefits, most respondents (69.61%)
declared that they do not realize the expend to which
that law provides support and promotion of
functional food or adequate consumer protection,
which shows a poor communication with them.

When asked if they are willing to pay more for a
food with health benefits that meets the same needs
as conventional foods, but does not fall within
healthy products, 65.19% of the respondents
answered negatively, while only 34.81% responded
affirmatively. Of the 134 respondents who said they
can pay more to purchase a product with health
benefits, 37.31% said that they could support a price
25% higher than the price of a conventional product,
43.28% were said that they may support a price by
26-49% higher than the price of a conventional
product and only 19.40% said they may support a
price of more than 50% higher than the price of a
conventional product.

4. Conclusions

Today consumers want to know as much about
the products they consume. They are becoming
increasingly concerned about issues related to
nutrition, health claims, food safety, food labeling,
safety of food additives and ingredients used, and the
effectiveness of inspection processes.

In this study 74.29% of the respondents
considered important to authorize health claims for
food by specialized bodies in the field. Also, in the
consumers view it is essential that these claims be
based, and conducted on scientific information.
Thus, a hard task of research is needed to confirm
the health benefits of each functional food or
component of them. To transfer the potential benefits
of functional foods on the health of the population,
consumers must clearly understand this concept and
have confidence in the scientific criteria used to
support health claims.

The research results present the importance of
communicating the food health benefits to the public,
the vast majority of the respondents (89.35%)
considering it necessary. Regarding the way to
ensure the health benefits of foods the respondents'
opinion was as follows: 20.52% by the present
claims on the label or packaging of the product,
23.64% by official statements of representatives of
the Ministry of Health, respectively, 26.49 % by
official statements of specialists in nutrition and
medicine. An opportune and effective
communication can help consumers obtain important
information that has a positive impact on health and
welfare. Also, basic education in nutrition will have
a continuing role to play in ensuring that the benefits
of functional foods are well understood.

The main motivation for which the potential
consumer does not buy foods with health benefits
remains the price (30.13%), followed by the lack of
any conditions to justify such use (17.92%), fear of
side effects that these foods might have (16.10%)
and preference for organic food (15.58%). Thus, is a
real challenge for the manufacturers to ensure the
accessibility of functional foods by charging prices
that are not very high compared to those of
traditional products.
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