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1. Rationale for Undertaking the Research  
 
The successful integration of reformulated food products onto the market can aid in combating societal 
and public health challenges presented by diet-related diseases; they also represent an exciting 
opportunity for the Irish agri-food sector to lead the way in the production of healthy food options for 
consumers. Although reformulated food products are currently on the market, the level of and factors 
influencing acceptance of these foods is relatively unknown. The current project identified the factors 
influencing consumer acceptance of food reformulation so that future strategies employed in 
introducing reformulated products onto the market align with consumer perceptions and needs.  
 
 
2. Research Approach  
 
Two consumer-centred research tasks were carried out. The first task was a web-based survey with 501 
consumers from the Republic of Ireland. A stratified sampling strategy was used to obtain a 
representative sample of the population in terms of gender, age, and geographical location. This survey 
investigated two main areas: (1) ‘Reducing population salt intake in Ireland: Consumers’ perspectives on 
who should be responsible and how it should happen’ and (2) ‘Healthy cheese? The beliefs, attitudes, 
and purchasing intentions of Irish consumers in relation to cheddar cheese’. The second task was an 
online qualitative engagement study using VIZZATA™ (a novel research software). 54 participants from 
Republic of Ireland took part in this study. The online engagement task focused on eliciting in-depth 
consumer reactions to reformulated foods. The study involved two main research aims: (1) explore 
consumer reactions to food labels marketing reformulated foods, and (2) explore consumer reactions to 
media reporting of a scientific study reporting on the salt content of different types of cheese.  
 
 
3. Research Achievements/Results  
 
The web-based survey investigated Irish consumers’ support for reformulation as a strategy to reduce 
population salt intake within the broader policy context. The vast majority of participants in the survey 
supported 11 of 13 proposed government-led salt reduction policies presented to them. A voluntary 
approach between government and industry to reduce population salt was viewed as the most 
important initiative, with 79.7% of the sample in support of such a policy. Restrictions on the salt 
content of foods aimed at children and vulnerable people were also strongly supported (75-78%), with 
just slightly less support for restrictions on the salt content of processed foods sold in stores (71.9%).  
 
Cheddar cheese was adopted as a case study in the current project with a view to investigating 
consumers’ current health beliefs around cheddar cheese and the factors influencing whether they 
would accept reformulated cheese options. The results of the web-based survey revealed that 76.3% of 
consumers sampled agreed that cheddar cheese is nutritious, 65.6% agreed that cheddar cheese is safe, 
56.8% agreed that cheddar cheese is healthy. Consumers’ willingness to purchase a ‘reduced salt’ 
cheddar cheese was also investigated. Being older, being a parent of a child aged less than 17, and being 
a frequent consumer of reduced-fat cheddar cheese were all associated with an increased likelihood of 
purchasing reduced-salt cheddar cheese. Expectations that the reduced salt cheddar cheese would taste 
worse than regular cheddar cheese predicted a lower likelihood of purchasing. Purchasing the reduced 
salt cheddar cheese was more likely when it was perceived to be healthier overall, and when individuals 
believed that it would help protect them from the risk of high blood pressure and heart disease.  
 
A qualitative study carried out using VIZZATA™ revealed the main factors identified as motivation to 
consume reformulated foods were health, taste and clarity in labeling information, while the main 
barriers expressed were concern about the content of reformulated foods, price, taste and lack of belief 
and trust in reformulated food products. There was a mixed consumer reaction to media reporting of 
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high salt content in cheese, with some consumers responding with shock and others more focused on 
questioning the science behind the study as well as the media reporting. 
 
 
4. Impact of the Research 

 
The findings from the web-based survey have relevance for regulators and policy-makers, particularly 
relating to the development and implementation of government-led salt reduction strategies. The 
current research filled a gap by investigating the current level of support, and the multidimensional 
drivers of support, amongst the Irish public for various salt reduction policies. The research supports 
that the assessment of public support for health policies should be ingrained in the policy development 
process. Our study provides stakeholders at the helm of public policy in Ireland with important 
information on current consumer sentiment towards on-going and potential government actions related 
to salt reduction. A large number of our participants were in favour of the range of proposed salt 
reduction policies, and we also found that perceptual and attitudinal drivers accounted for some of the 
variance in support within the sample. This study provides a knowledge base for policy makers in making 
decisions on future policy steps, and implementing those policies, so to achieve the target salt intake of 
6 grams within Ireland. Our findings provide important knowledge on predictors of support which may 
be used to better target and implement salt reduction policies to meet the needs of a diverse public. 
The findings from this survey also demonstrate to the food industry that, in principle at least, there is an 
appetite amongst the Irish public for reformulated food products, with large support demonstrated in 
our sample for both voluntary and regulated food product reformulation by the industry.  
 
The findings from the project also have application for the dairy industry in promoting the health 
benefits of cheese and being aware of consumers’ health expectations of cheese and their likely 
reactions to reformulated cheese products. For the food industry, it is of note that, in contrast to the 
traditional body of evidence in relation to consumer reaction to media reporting of risk, this study 
showed that participants reacted in a much more favourable way – there was a notable absence of 
extreme reaction or suggestion that they would eliminate cheese from their diet altogether following 
the reporting of high salt content. A more concerted effort by the food industry to involve the consumer 
as an active partner in their work in creating new food products and marketing such products is likely to 
lead to a more favourable outcome in terms of success of new reformulated food products. Also, for 
public health bodies with a remit to promote healthy and safety food and nutrition practices to the 
public, it was identified in this study that the consumer have started to take a more critical view of 
media reporting of nutritional risks and are well aware than anything in moderation is unlikely to have 
negative health consequences.  A balanced approach to food and nutrition had always been the 
mainstay of public health campaigns so the findings in this project add strength to that approach being 
well received by the public. 
 
 
4(a) Summary of Research Outcomes 
 

(i) Collaborative links developed during this research 
The lead researcher working on the project, Dr. Áine Regan, spent 4 months on a Marie Curie-funded 
scholarship in the University of Ottawa. In carrying out this work, we have built a strong research 
network with the Institute of Population Health in the University of Ottawa and plan to build upon these 
international collaborations in the future.  
 
As a result of the strong links created, through this project, with Food for Health Ireland, we have 
worked closely with industry partners in relation to consumer views of reformulated foods and potential 
policy approaches to public health nutrition issues (e.g. salt reduction).  Industry members represented 
in the FHI project include OrNua, Carberry, Dairygold, Glanbia & Kerry group. 
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(ii) Outcomes where new products, technologies and processes were developed and/or 
adopted  

Within this project, Vizzata, a novel online tool for exploring consumer views of and reactions to prompt 
materials was used. This is one of only a few projects to have used this novel tool and has further 
contributed to the evidence to support the use of such tools in accessing consumer views.  The 
advantage of this, from a research perspective, is that an online, deliberative approach to this type of 
qualitative data offers a much cheaper and efficient research approach. Alongside this, the skills to use 
such a novel tool are now well established in the researchers involved in this project.  

 
(iii) Outcomes with economic potential  

Not applicable for the current desk-based research study 
 

(iv) Outcomes with national/ policy/social/environmental potential 
The findings from this project can support policy development around salt reduction strategies and can 
feed into the development of targeted communication of reformulated food products to consumers 
which will align with the specific needs of different consumer segments.  
 
 
 
4 (b)  Summary of Research Outputs 
 

(i) Peer-reviewed publications, International Journal/Book chapters. 
 

Regan, Á., McConnon, Á., Shan, C., and Wall, P. (2015). Perspectives of the public on reducing 
population salt intake in Ireland. Public Health Nutrition, available online, 
doi:10.1017/S1368980015002530. 

 
(ii) Popular non-scientific publications and abstracts including those presented at 

conferences  
 

A presentation was made of the FORC findings at the Nutrition Society Irish Section Meeting, 17 - 
19 June 2015, Cork. 
 
An article presenting the findings of the FORC study was published in the National Dairy Council 
Dairy Nutrition Forum publication in October 2015, Volume 7, Issue 3. This piece formed part of a 
series of articles under the title “Understanding the link between cheese and health”. This series 
also included articles by Food for Health Ireland and Cheeseboard 2015 (another DAFM funded 
project led by Teagasc).  
 
Article written on the results of the FORC project for Dairy Industry International magazine 
(www.dairyindustries.com) published in October 2015. 
 

 
(iii) National Report 
 

 
(iv) Workshops/seminars at which results were presented  

 

http://www.dairyindustries.com/
http://www.dairyindustries.com/
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A live webinar entitled “The health benefits of cheese and what do consumers really think of 
reformulated foods?” took place on Thursday 1st Oct at 10am where results of the FORC project 
were presented in conjunction with work from the FHI project. To view the webinar please go to: 
http://ucd2.adobeconnect.com/p7ukwno1wj5/ 

 
(v)  Intellectual Property applications/licences/patents 

 
 

(vi) Other 
 
 
 
 
5. Scientists trained by Project 
 
Total Number of PhD theses:       None 
 
Total Number of Masters theses:      None 
 
Three students completed research projects on the FORC national survey to fulfil their thesis 
requirements for the award of Master of Public Health in the School of Public Health, Physiotherapy, 
and Population Science in University College Dublin. The details of these students and their work are 
below.  
 

Author Thesis title Submission date Award 

Megan 
Muehlenbruch 

Public support for fiscal 
interventions for population salt 
reduction in Ireland 

June 2015 Master of Public Health 

Adaobi Okolo The relationship between socio-
economic status, health 
concerns and knowledge of the 
recommended daily maximum 
salt intake in Ireland 

June 2015 Master of Public Health 
(International Health) 

Mairead Keenan Investigating the influence of 
individual characteristics on 
Irish consumers’ willingness to 
purchase a reduced-salt cheese 

June 2015 Master of Public Health 
(Nutrition) 

 
 
 
 
6. Permanent Researchers  
 

Institution Name Number of Permanent staff 
contributing to project  

Total Time contribution (person 
years) 

   

University College 
Dublin 

1 0.10 

   

Total 1 0.10 

http://ucd2.adobeconnect.com/p7ukwno1wj5/
http://ucd2.adobeconnect.com/p7ukwno1wj5/
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7. Researchers Funded by DAFM 
 

Type of Researcher Number Total Time contribution (person 
years) 

Post Doctorates/Contract 
Researchers 

1 1.00 

PhD students   

Masters students   

Temporary researchers 1 .167 

Other 1 0.004 

Total 3 1.167 

 
 
 
 
8. Involvement in Agri Food Graduate Development Programme 
 

Name of Postgraduate / contract researcher Names and Dates of modules attended 

Áine Regan Careers Development Module, 24th – 26th 
November, 2014 

 
 
 
 
9. Project Expenditure 
 
Total expenditure of the project:     €81, 366.61 
 
Total Award by DAFM:       €83,322.70 
 
Other sources of funding including benefit in kind and/or   None 
cash contribution(specify): 
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Breakdown of Total Expenditure 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
10. Leveraging 
 
Dr. Áine Regan was awarded an EU Marie Sklodowska-Curie Research Fellowship (value €7,200) to carry 
out a research visit to the Institute of Population Health, University of Ottawa, Canada for four months 
(June – September 2014). During this visit, she worked alongside Professor Lise Dubois and Professor 
Monique Potvin-Kent, both well-known international researchers in the area of nutrition, health, and 
consumer behaviour. In carrying out this work, the project has assisted in building a strong research 
network with the Institute of Population Health in the University of Ottawa.   
 
 
11. Future Strategies  
 
With relation to our work on public support for salt reduction policies, where more restrictive policies 
target particular stakeholders, it is yet to be fully understood what impact these competing messages 
have on public opinion, and whether public opinion can be easily swayed in the presence of such 
societal debate. Further research is needed to investigate the stability and longevity of an individual’s 
support for salt reduction policies. Some of our models only explained a small proportion of the variance 
in support, particularly for the fiscal policies. That said, our models are an improvement upon those 
which have previously only included socio-demographic predictors. We would like to develop these 
theoretical models further in the future to complement the work being carried out by the food industry, 
policy-makers and regulators in the area of salt reduction in Ireland.  
 

Category University College Dublin 

Contract staff 42, 989.06 

Temporary staff 6210.97 

Post doctorates 0.00 

Post graduates 0.00 

Consumables 0.00 

Travel and 
subsistence 

150.00 

Sub total 49, 350.03 

Durable equipment 0.00 

Other (sub-
contracting) 

18, 682.96 

Overheads 13, 333.62 

Total 81, 366.61 


