
PERSPECTIVESFRONTUp

24 • OCTOBER 19, 2015	 DRUGSTORENEWS.COM

By Joseph Tarnowski, VP content, ECRM

Retailers looking to enhance service to their 
health-minded shoppers would do better to 
face their food products backward on store 
shelves, as ingredient lists and nutritional in-
formation trump brand names and package 
design among this demographic, according 
to a recent study by ECRM and HellaWella, 
a consumer healthy-living website owned by 
Lebhar-Friedman.

The study, based on a survey of approxi-
mately 750 participants, examined how con-
sumers who are part of today’s healthy life-
style culture perceive various food products 
and categories from a wellness standpoint, 
and how these perceptions drive their shop-
ping behavior. HellaWella (HellaWella.com) 
provides news, research, product reviews 
and lifestyle tips for consumers interested in 
healthy and sustainable living, and surveyed 
its audience this past August on how they 

shopped for food.
What’s clear from the research is the fact that 

these healthy-lifestyle consumers spend more 
time reading labels, are willing to pay more and 
will go out of their way — including visiting 
several retailers during a single trip — to find 
the products that meet their wellness needs. 

What’s healthy?
Trans-fat-free and low-sugar were among 

the most important food designations among 
those consumers surveyed. Interestingly, local 
came in third, just ahead of natural. While the 
local designation doesn’t indicate that food is 
healthier per se, there is the perception that 
these foods are fresher and better for the en-
vironment due to less fossil fuel consumed 
in their transport — a very important factor 
among healthy-lifestyle shoppers. 

Not surprisingly, produce was cited as the top 
grocery department where respondents shopped 
for healthy foods, with the front-end checkouts 

— filled with candy, gum and soft drinks — 
ranking at the bottom of the list. However, pre-
pared foods also ranked relatively low in impor-
tance among those surveyed. The respondents’ 
verbatim comments provide some insights into 
why this might be the case. First, many indicat-
ed that they are avid label readers, and want to 
know exactly what goes into the foods that they 
eat — such information is lacking in most pre-
pared foods departments. More likely, however, 
is the propensity for these healthy-lifestyle shop-
pers to purchase individual ingredients and to 
make their meals from scratch.

Study: Healthy food shoppers want transparency

Source: ECRM and HellaWella’s “Healthy Food” survey, 2015
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WHAT SECTIONS OF THE GROCERY STORE 
ARE YOU LIKELY TO PURCHASE HEALTHY 
FOODS FROM?

Rated from 1 (unimportant) to 5 (very important)

Weighted average

HOW IMPORTANT ARE THE FOLLOWING 
HEALTHY FOOD DESIGNATIONS TO YOU?

Rated from 1 (unimportant) to 5 (very important)

Trans fat-free

Low sugar

Local

Natural

Low salt

Low fat

Non-GMO

Gluten-free

Weighted average

4.0

3.7

3.7

3.6

3.5

3.3

3.3

2.1

Produce

Dairy

Meat/deli

Frozen foods

Cereal/breads

Beverages

Prepared foods

Check out

4.8

3.8

3.3

3.2

3.1

2.6

2.3

1.5

HOW INFLUENTIAL ARE THE FOLLOWING 
FOOD LABEL/PACKAGING ITEMS ON YOUR 
DECISION TO PURCHASE FOOD?

Rated from 1 (not influential) to 5 (highly influential)

Ingredient 
listing

Nutritional 
value

Calories

Serving size

Health claims

Brand name

Package 
design

Weighted average

4.5

4.2

3.9

3.4

3.0

2.7

2.1

“I PAY VERY CLOSE ATTENTION TO LABELING 
AND INGREDIENTS, AND READ THE LIST 
CAREFULLY; I DON’T RELY ON CLAIMS ON THE 
THE FRONT OF THE PACKAGE.”

— Survey respondent
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Inside-out
When it comes to packaging, what’s on 

the inside is more important than what’s on 
the outside. A product’s ingredient listing 
and nutritional values far outweighed its 
brand name and package design — which 
actually had the least influence in driving 
purchase decisions among healthy-lifestyle 
shoppers. More than 65% of those surveyed 
ranked ingredient listing as “highly influen-
tial,” and almost half (47%) cited nutritional 
value as the same. This sharply contrasts 
with a product’s brand name — cited by 
only 5% as “highly influential” — and pack-
age design (1.8%).

When it comes to defining “natural” 
foods in the healthy-lifestyle shopper’s 
mind, it’s more a matter of what’s not in the 
products than what is. Among those items 
they considered most important for natu-
ral foods were that they are chemical free, 
preservative-free and non-GMO. Other at-
tributes by which they defined an item as 
natural were organic, free-range, grass-fed 

and locally sourced. More than 70% of re-
spondents said that it was important or 
very important to purchase natural foods — 
as they defined natural. 

Loco for local
While locally sourced foods aren’t nec-

essarily healthier than other foods, these 
products are nevertheless very important to 
healthy-lifestyle shoppers, and more than 
half of those surveyed cited them as “impor-
tant” or “very important.” Not only do they 
view local-sourced products as fresher, but 
better from a sustainability standpoint, and 
by supporting local suppliers, they are also 
supporting their own communities.

Many of those shoppers surveyed 
have gone “hyperlocal” and said they’ve 
switched from buying their own produce  
to growing it, giving them true “farm-to-
fork” transparency. 

So, in addition to facing products back-
ward, perhaps food retailers may want to 
add seeds and garden accessories to their 
produce sections.

Continued from page 24

IN DEFINING WHAT IS A “NATURAL”  
FOOD, HOW IMPORTANT ARE THE 
FOLLOWING ATTRIBUTES?

HOW IMPORTANT IS IT TO YOU TO 
PURCHASE “NATURAL” FOODS AS 
DEFINED BY YOUR PREVIOUS CHOICES?

Rated from 1 (unimportant) to 5 (very important) Rated from 1 (unimportant) to 5 (very important)

Percent responded

Chemical free

Preservative 
free

Organic

Non-GMO

Locally 
sourced

Farm raised

Grass fed

Free range

Weighted average

4.2

4.1

3.8

3.7

3.6

3.6

3.6

3.5

1

2

3

4

5

3.4%

5.2%

20.5%

41.3%

29.6%

HOW MUCH OF YOUR TYPICAL SHOPPING 
BASKET CONTAINS “NATURAL” FOODS AS 
DEFINED BY YOUR PREVIOUS CHOICES?

Rated from 1 (unimportant) to 5 (very important)

0% to 10%

10% to 25%

25% to 50%

50% to 75%

More than 
75%

Percent responded

4.3%

14.1%

26.5%

32.1%

23.0%

Source: ECRM and HellaWella’s “Healthy Food” survey, 2015

HOW IMPORTANT IS IT TO YOU TO PURCHASE 
“LOCAL” FOOD?

Rated from 1 (unimportant) to 5 (very important)

1

2

3

4

5

Percent responded

17.5%

35.7%

30.2%

11.2%

5.5%


