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Consumers’ perceptions of food risks: A snapshot dhe Italian Triveneto area

Abstract

This study investigated the food risk perceptiohgeople living in the Triveneto area
(Northeast lItaly), a territory characterized by artigular interest in the production of quality
foodstuffs, to determine what aspects people aaowiith food risk and to understand what beliefs
underlie these perceptions.
Four focus groups were conducted in the major tovirike target aredN(= 45). A semi-structured
interview was used that focused on beliefs aboatl fasks, the use of information and media
sources in relation to food risk, and the behaw@dopted when eating outside the home.
A homogeneous view of food risk emerged among éspandents, and a common definition of
risky food was identified. The concept of risk waspposition to the quality and controllability of
food, which emerged as major strategies to copk feibd risks. Quality was linked to freshness
and local origin, whereas controllability reflected direct (e.g., checking labels, having a
relationship with the vendor, cultivating one’s owagetable garden) or indirect (e.g., control
guarantees provided by suppliers and the goverjnmeeans to check the safety and quality of
food. Although people seemed quite informed aboatfrisks, a common sense of impotence with
regard to one’s own protection prevailed, togethigh a fatalistic sense of incomplete control over
risk.
The results identified food concerns for consumensg in this specific territory and might
represent a starting point for public health autles to increase compliance with responsible

behaviours for risk mitigation and to define sustelsfood policies for this area.

Keywords: risk perception; food risk; food quality; focusogps; risk communication; public
knowledge

1. Introduction
Promoting public health and food safety requiresamdy full commitment and attention to

activities related to infectious disease contra @sk evaluation and management but also listening
and communicating with citizens (Wilcock, Pun, Kbaa, & Aung, 2004) as part of a wider risk
governance strategy (Dreyer & Renn, 2014).

It is widely recognized that concerns about foolétyahave increased in the last decade, together
with recurrent demands for transparency and infaona(Grunert, 2002; Papadopoulos et al.,
2012). In particular, rapid changes to the agradfggstem, new or changed lifestyles for many
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groups of people and repeated occurrences of fasdsc(e.g., avian influenz&,coli epidemics,
BSE) have deeply affected the relationships betvoemsumers and food and between consumers
and the public health agencies that are delegaiédguaranteeing food safety (Cope et al., 2010;
Holm & Kildevang, 1996; Kjaernes, Harvey & Ward®0Z; Scholliers, 2008).

In response, national and international organinatibave launched a variety of public initiatives
and communication campaigns to provide adequateveassfor consumers and to encourage
responsible food habits and behaviours to redugestified alarmism and provide consumers with
concrete risk mitigation strategies (Infanti et &013; Sixsmith, Doyle, D’Eath, Barry, 2014;
Tiozzo et al., 2011).

The effectiveness of food and health policies mmge of risk prevention is closely linked to the
success of these communication interventions (Mt@a% Brennan, 2009; van Dijk, Houghton,
van Kleef, van der Lans, Rowe, & Frewer, 2008). réfme, to design tailored risk/benefit
communication campaigns, it is crucial to invedeghow people perceive and manage food risks
(Honkanen & Frewer, 2009; McCarthy et al., 2007|086k et al., 2004).

1.1.Food risk perception and communication

Food risks are of great concern for consumers, fabe daily food choices and must cope
with possible hazards. Scholars use the term “faekls” to refer to hazards from food of
microbiological (e.g., foodborne diseases), chemi@g., pesticides and contaminants) or
nutritional (e.g., obesity and cardiovascular ds&sa origin (Buzby, 2001). Both microbiological
and chemical risks derive from industrial product&and domestic practices, such as agricultural
practices, the transport and processing of foodd fetorage and food consumption (Mol &
Bulkeley, 2002).
As noted by Miles et al. (2004), “associated adiisitowards a particular hazard are driven more by
psychologically determined risk perceptions tham téchnical risk estimates provided by experts”
(p- 9). Public concern about food-related risksnainly associated with chemicals, pesticides and
other substances (European Commission, 2010), aheneperts judge microbiological hazards to
be the main risk to health from food (Miles et &004). Moreover, experts estimate that there is
stil a considerable burden of foodborne ilinessa\elaar et al., 2010). In recent years,
microbiological contaminations and foodborne inf@ats (e.g.salmonellosiscampylobacterios)s
have increased significantly (Brennan, Mc CarthyR&son, 2007; EFSA-ECDC, 2015; Redmond
& Griffith, 2003). These infections are mainly aagd through the ingestion of contaminated food
of animal origin, direct contact with infected amils, cross-contamination, environmental sources

or person-to-person transmission (Losasso et@l2 )Y
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A number of studies have highlighted the diffusminfood pathogens in foodstuffs prepared at
home (Byrd-Bredbenner, Scaffner & Maurer Abbot, @0Milton & Mullan, 2010; Redmond &
Griffith, 2003). Particularly in the domestic enmiment, incorrect beliefs about food storage,
handling and preparation can expose consumersetoigk of foodborne diseases (Mari, Tiozzo,
Capozza & Ravarotto, 2012; Taché & Carpentier, 20Hbwever, safety measures taken by
consumers have been shown to play a critical mlehe prevention of foodborne infections.
Therefore, the dissemination of tailored commumcataterials is crucial to improve food safety
management at home. To succeed in increasing kdgelabout correct food-handling practices,
communication materials should be designed accgrttinthe target’s beliefs, perceptions and
attitudes about these risks. In addition, the soaitural context and the geographic territory dbdou
be regarded as factors that might influence petsstnaegies to mitigate risks (Lundgren, 1994;
Lupton, 2003). Approaches to food risk managemieat do not specifically consider public and
stakeholders’ views have been shown to be ineffidie a number of high-profile cases (Shepherd,
2008).

1.2.Food safety in Italy: the Triveneto area

National food security policies must consider cansts’ expectations and concerns about
how food is produced and processed as well agigsn@and impact on the environment and society
(Brunori, Malandrin, & Rossi, 2013). A number otidtes have demonstrated that differences in
food consumption are also related to territorigdemss (Pieniak, Verbeke, Vanhonacker, Guerrero
& Hersleth, 2009).
Italy has usually been portrayed as a country \witbtrong and internationally recognized food
culture, and the prominent role of the agro-foock@ein the national economy and culture is well
acknowledged (Ferretti & Magaudda, 2006). As regabity Casini, Contini, Marone and Romano
(2013), any geographic area is generally charaetery different traditions and different lifestyle
This is particularly true for the target territoof the current study, the Triveneto dieghis area
has been renowned for its strong agricultural tradli its wine and food sectors, and a substantial
production of typical foods (i.e., products withghi cultural and gastronomic value produced
according to local and historical traditions) (Band’ltalia, 2011; Banca d’ltalia, 2015; Centro
Studi Unioncamere Friuli Venezia Giulia, 2015; @ali, 2014; Regione del Veneto, 2015).
Moreover, the Triveneto area is characterized pyoaving interest in the sale and consumption of
traditional products, especially raw pork such asmsi and soppresse’which are manufactured

1 The Triveneto area refers to a geographic areateiuin Northeast Italy. It is composed of the Mendriuli
Venezia Giulia and Trentino-Alto Adige (autonomaguisvinces of Trento and Bolzano) regions.
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without starter cultures and ripened in a non-statided environment. Because foodborne
outbreaks can be associated to the consumptiorudf #odstuffs, the local government has
recently implemented a simplified procedure to seihll quantities of those products directly from
the producer to the consumer (Roccato et al., 20h7)his way, the safeguarding of both food
guality and the need for cultural identity (DemosP& 2009) are combined with respect to food
safety standards (De Cesare, Mioni & Manfreda, 28®¢cato et al., 2015).

Despite the acknowledged quality of the local gasimic products, Italians generally do not trust
the food they eat. A recent ltalian survey (Accaed013) found that 74% of the respondents were
concerned about food risks. In particular, respatalefeelings of anxiety and insecurity were
mainly due to the mass media’s depictions of riglod. These data have also been confirmed at the
local level with specific reference to the Itali&nveneto area. In 2014, Demos and Pi found that
three out of four people (74%) living in this areare very or somewhat concerned about food
safety and food risks. In addition, the degreehid toncern has increased in the last few years
compared to previous surveys (Demos & Pi, 2009).

Based on these considerations, it is importantaim gleeper knowledge of how people
living in the Triveneto area cope with food risksdavhat characterizes their perceptions. To the
best of our knowledge, there is little literature @nsumer perceptions of food risks in this area.
Arzenton, Neresini and Ravarotto (2005) conductpceiminary analysis that aimed to identify the
most important factors that contribute to socialcpptions of food risk for people living in the
Veneto region. The findings revealed that consurtieirsg in the Veneto region seemed to have
adopted two specific strategies to restore trusth&ir food: purchases of local products and a

propensity towards natural foods that are selfrcatieéd.

1.3.Aims of the study

The present study aimed to investigate how peayleglin the Triveneto area perceive and
manage food-related risks to gain a deeper undelisigg of what they consider safe or risky
foodstuffs and what strategies they adopt to cople twese risks. By means of exploratory focus
groups, we investigated attitudes and beliefs tde/dood risks with reference to eating both at
home and outside the home. Consumers’ opinionstaheurole of media sources in delivering
information about food risks were also exploredimalerstand what information sources lay people
trust and use for their informational needs aboatfrisks.

This research extended the exploratory study cdedun the Veneto region by Arzenton et
al. (2005) to the Friuli Venezia Giulia and TrewtiAlto Adige regions to obtain a snapshot of food

risk perceptions throughout the Triveneto area.
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Because the institute that conducted the researsased in Triveneto and is mandated with
the task of protecting consumers’ health by engufood safety, the results were intended to
provide local public health authorities with usefybut to inform and plan food risk communication
and policies. This aim responds to the need toidenshe actual concerns of the public because
societal priorities for risk mitigation activitiemay not align with those identified by expert greup
(Frewer, 2004).

2. Method
2.1.Participants and procedure

Given the study’s purpose, a qualitative reseapghiaach was used that was based on focus
groups. This method is centred on group interactibencourages participants to respond to and
guestion one another under the supervision of aenadok (Greenbaum, 1998; Morgan & Krueger,
1993). The aim of this procedure is to reveal thmions, attitudes, and experiences of the people
involved in the discussion. Focus groups are udefuhssessing how opinions converge or diverge
within a particular group and the reasons why ihibe case.

Four focus groups were conducted in 2008 in foffiedint towns in the Triveneto area:
Bolzano and Trento (Trentino-Alto Adige Region) @&akdenone and Udine (Friuli Venezia Giulia
Region). These towns were selected because thewmomg the most important in the target
territory, and they host peripheral diagnostic lalbaries of the research institution that supported
the study.

Trained personnel working at the research institutvho commissioned the study recruited
participants on the basis of specific demograpladables: gender, age, level of education and
family composition. Most importantly, the personmare asked not to involve relatives, friends or
expert people (e.g., people working in the fieldfadd safety) to avoid significantly biasing the
discussion. Another selection criterion for papants was being the main person responsible for
food choices, purchases and preparation in theiflitss because the eating habits of those who buy
and prepare food may influence the eating habith@fentire household (Furst, Connors, Bisogni,
Sobal, & Falk, 1996; Monsivais, Aggarwal & Drewndws2014).

A total of 45 adults (10 males and 35 females) ntaltily took part in the focus groups. The sample
composition is detailed in Tables 1 to 4. Fourat#ht age classes were considered (under 30 years
old; 31-45; 46-59; 60 and over) to obtain views agyabrts rooted in different generational groups.
Elderly individuals were also enrolled, not onlyedto their active role in food purchasing and
preparation in developed countries but also foir imajor vulnerability to foodborne diseases and

nutrition-related health problems (Gettings & Kiann 2001; Havelaar et al., 2010; Losasso et al.,
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2012). Participants with young or grown childrernrevencluded as well (Table 3) because a family
context in which children are present has beenddordetermine food habits (Casini et al., 2013).
The participants were not known or well known t@ @mother.

All the focus groups took place in the evening; plagticipants were informed about the scope of
the study and were asked to provide their writtdormed consent to participate and to be audio
and video recorded. No specific ethical approvasd vemjuired because the study presented no more
than minimal risk of harm to the participants. Hessions lasted approximately 90 to 120 minutes,
including an introduction and an opportunity foe tharticipants to ask questions at the end of the
discussion. A note-taker was also present durirgp dacus group. The participants received a

recipe book as a reward for their cooperation.

2.2.Interview guide
We used an improved version of the semi-structunéerview used by Arzenton et al.

(2005), which was developed in accordance withbéisteed guidelines (Krueger, 2000) and
following an in-depth review of the literature cencing food risk perceptions and communication
(Cope, Frewer, Renn & Dreyer, 2010; Parra, Kim,@oa Gravani & Bradley, 2014; Shapiro,
Porticella, Jiang & Gravani, 2011; Tiozzo et abD12). The interview guide (see Appendix 1 for
details) contained a series of open-ended quedti@tsovered the following topics:

1. General beliefs about food risks (risk meaning @oging strategies);

2. Criteria for purchasing safe food (purchases pants motivational choices);

3. Beliefs about eating outside the home (safer plandsfoods);

4. Seeking information about food risk (preferred mfi@ation and suggestions).
The participants were then given the opportunitgrtmvide final remarks.

2.3.Data analysis

All focus group discussions were subsequently natigg transcribed. The full transcripts
were used as an input for the application of ingecthematic analysis (Boyatzis, 1998; Braun &
Clarke, 2006), which involves searching a datafsetrepeated patterns of meaning. Thematic
analysis, as noted by Braun and Clarke (2006),nsethod that presents several advantages: it is
very flexible, and it can highlight similarities érdifferences across the data set and lead to
unanticipated insights. Moreover, it is useful tomsnarize the key features of a large body of data
and to produce qualitative analyses suited to mieg policy development. We followed all the
phases described by Braun and Clarke (2006): afiescription, we repeatedly read the text to

familiarize ourselves with it, and we created aitiah coding system in a systematic fashion.
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Subsequently, we looked for overarching themes.dtention was focused towards a broader level
of analysis by sorting the different codes intogmbial themes and collating all the relevant data.
Finally, we reviewed and named the identified theifsee Table 5). The analysis was performed by
two scholars in the research group who consultel avihird scholar as an auditor during meetings
that allowed debate. The results are presenteeyrting the recurrent themes that emerged and

following the thematic sessions of the intervievidgu

3. Results
Table 5 presents the major findings that emergenh fthe focus group discussions. Each
topic of discussion has been divided into categoasiecording to the main themes that arose from
the discussions.

3.1.General beliefs about food risk
Most of the participants responded similarly to tjuestion that asked them to name specific risky
foods. The following specific categories were iradéed:
- Fresh foods (i.e., those that can rapidly detei@)rauch as vegetables and fruits, and foods
that are cultivated or bred far from where theyeyemoduced, such as meat or fish;
- Eggs;
- Foods containing chemicals (preservatives, additigatibiotics, animal hormones and food
colouring);
- Industrial sweet snacks;
- Fried foods;
- Frozen foods;
- Convenience foods (e.g., Russian salad);
- Foreign foodstuffs.

Discussions among the participants revealed thad fisks are generally associated with
specific attributes of food that serve as qualitarnanties: freshness, naturalness and local
provenance. The expiry date and food conservatmh rmanipulation were the topics that the
interviewees mainly associated with the conceptfobdd risk”. The participants had concerns
related to these aspects because in their opieipired, deteriorated or poorly preserved foods can
damage health.

The interviewees showed a preference for buyinghffeodstuffs, although fresh foodstuffs such as

meat, fish, and fruits and vegetables require maii@ntion from consumers, especially with regard
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to choosing the supplier. The respondents repdhigidthe product origin was a key factor and that

they preferred Italian foods.

‘I am careful and | always ensure that the fooldaban, where it is manufactured.
Offers obviously interest me. However, if it hagbgacked two days before, | do
not buy it for sure. Then, the colour, | pay ati@mtto the colour of food. Finally,

| also consider the feeling that the food is connwgyAfter years of shopping, one
is surely able to tell whether the stuff is freGibman, 37 years).

Little attention was given by the participants taganic and genetically modified (GM) foods,
which occasionally were spontaneously mentionedth®y interviewees. For these foods, the

interviewees’ opinions were more varied and madgithergent.

3.2. Criteria for purchasing safe food
The discussions revealed that people pay parti@aitantion to the choice of the point of
purchase. On the one hand, purchasing at largé obi@ns is generally perceived to be safe
because of the numerous controls required by latv which retailers must abide.

‘I am convinced that large retailers are more aulgd because the employees are
diverse. Those who work as a butcher or who prejome are not also the cashier
who is at the same time touching the money’ (worddrnyears).

On the other hand, the possibility of directly naigting with the dealer in case of dissatisfacbon
particular doubts about a foodstuff is of greaphal choosing and buying foods that are perceived
to be safer and healthier. Indeed, whenever pasgelople prefer to buy in smaller shops or to buy
directly from small producers, who can offer moaéety guarantees and convey a sense of trust and

authenticity in the product in addition to reducedt.

‘| think that in a small retail store, one you trus certain amount of responsibility
can be found, whereas at a large supermarket,slairggmore depersonalized and
there are more products with a lower level of dualHardly ever can you
guestion the vendor about the quality of a foodsatifa large retail store. On the
contrary, you can do that at a small retail shapar, 44 years).

Meat is purchased both at the supermarket andteldéns’ shops, whereas fish is mainly purchased
at local markets. People buy and consume both mddadnite meat, whereas purchases of fish are
less diversified. Large-size fish, farm animals disth slices are generally avoided as they are
considered the most dangerous. Fruits and vegstabtepreferably bought from a farmer or at the

grocery store and only in season.
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‘There are small farmers who sell the products grawtheir fields. I trust them

because I think that they do not even know whatigdss are. In fact, it is not so

much beautiful stuff, the food they sell’ (woma®, years).
However, the interviewees stated that their choicodstuffs and the point of purchase largely
depended on the amount of time that they had at theposal. As the time devoted to food
purchases has decreased, people (especially tHusevark) often tend to opt for frozen products,
notwithstanding their low level of confidence ireth, as a temporary solution linked to the comfort
and speed of preparation of such foods.
The focus groups also revealed that many people tiev/opportunity to grow their own vegetable
gardens and consume this produce. The intervievgegerally agreed that home-cultivated
products are perceived to be safer as their grastlentirely managed by the interviewees

themselves or other family members who are dirgetfponsible for their quality and safety.

‘My husband has been cultivating his own vegetaaeden for three years, and
now | can tell the difference in the taste of thangs you eat’ (women, over 65
years old).

With regard to price, a correlation was perceivetiMeen high product cost and high quality. In
fact, the majority of the respondents declared thay preferred to buy products linked to well-
known brands that, although more expensive, arsidered to be subject to more controls and thus

safer.

‘It is better to try to spend a little more and baprand and, as a result, a quality
product. Maybe | am wrong, but | thinkrpnd namgis more controlled. | prefer
drowning in rough seas and take the brand itenmsgaat | know that they undergo
rigorous controls because these big companies tamio losing face in the
market, right?’ (woman, 45 years).

Additionally, a non-varied diet, which is considenesky, could result when people spend little on
food.

3.3.Beliefs about eating outside the home
The participants were asked to report which fodey tusually did not order when eating out and
why. The discussions mainly focused on eating oubtisiness, leisure and when abroad. Hygiene
conditions were one of the criteria to which peaplerred when choosing where to go out to eat.
Overall, the participants noted that they paid ipalar attention to the consumption of foods
prepared by third parties. In particular, a negatperception of canteens emerged, with the

foremost concerns being poor hygiene conditionstaaedupply of leftovers:
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‘[Canteens offer] either leftovers or recycled fetdfs. A breaded steak, do you

believe that it is done with the bread you buy mugd bread?’ (man, 63 years).
On the contrary, greater confidence is attributeddhool canteens. Because they are responsible
for serving food to children, these canteens dffeds based on specific diets that are prepared by
experts. Thus, school canteens are perceived todoe controlled and to have higher food safety
standards.

‘I have direct experience with reference to schoatteens. They are connected
with the local health service. It is the primarylBmo hospital dietician who
personally composes the menu. One day there isfapte the second day is
different, and the menus roll week after week, threrm month you eat it all’
(woman, 44 years).

When eating out, foods that are generally avoigetide raw fish, salads, raw vegetables and food
containing uncooked eggs. In addition, people gdlyeprefer to consume lightly seasoned dishes
with few processed foods. These precautionary nmeasue also applied when eating abroad.

Finally, some reservations emerged with respettteédygiene conditions in ethnic restaurants.

3.4.Seeking information about food risk
When asked to report which information sources paaticipants preferred when seeking
information about food safety, television was desdato be the most frequently used, followed by
sector magazines. The participants also statedhbgtasked experts, such as general practitioners
or doctors at family counselling, who were prefdroeer friends and word of mouth.
Most of the participants blamed the mass mediag@slly television newscasts, for consciously

amplifying risk situations related to food issues.

‘[The mass media] inflate the news, create alarmasid then, after a while, no
one is talking about that anymore and everythingsgway’ (woman, 26 years).

Many participants noted the mass media's abilitydisseminate information with a strong
emotional impact that can negatively influence comers’ choices about the purchase and
consumption of specific food products. For exampléth particular reference to the highly
pathogenic avian influenza outbreaks that wereipiabd in Italy shortly before the focus group
discussions took place, many people reported awpitie consumption of chicken and a preference
for red meat. However, they resumed their old gat@bits once the emergency had ended.

Finally, we found that to be considered reliabld &msted information sources, mass media need to

be impartial and more competent about food sagstyes.
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As an alternative to the mass communication chantieé respondents proposed that public health
agencies could set up working groups to involvesaomers in the management of food risks in an
attempt to provide as much information as possiblencrease their knowledge. Alternatively,
training courses targeting students could be opgahiThe participants affirmed that beginning in
childhood, appropriate education should be provasout recognizing and preventing food risks.

In addition to these communication channels, thesemers stated that they usually referred
to food labels to obtain information about foodesgf Most participants stated that reading thellabe
was a habit they usually performed during food pases. In particular, the expiry date was the
information to which consumers paid the most aitdenamong the information reported on food
labels. At the same time, people also stated they searched the label information for the
product’s origin before buying a product. Italiamddocal foods were preferred and trusted by the
interviewees, whereas foreign foods aroused greaigvicion. The food ingredients were another
important piece of information sought by consumpesticularly to check for the presence of food

colouring, additives, flavours and additional ssgar

‘For example, | buy dark chocolate and look at #maount of cocoa, the
percentage of butter, sugar. The same thing for jahrbuy a quality jam, | want
to see the ingredients: how much sugar and fruitantains, which other
sweeteners are used. The same thing applies tatyagd juice. For all foods, |
try to see if it matches what | think | am buyiffgloman, 56 years).

However, the interviewees also stressed that lati@lsot advise about the possible risks
associated with the consumption of the productfjtaed understanding the labels often requires

prior knowledge about the meaning of the terminglagd acronyms.

4. Discussion

The present study described the perceptions of fisid for people living in the Triveneto
area and identified what they think is dangeroustlieir health in terms of food consumption as
well as the individual strategies they use to mbtdhemselves from food risks. The project
extended a similar research project that was cdadumnly in the Veneto Region, which is part of
the Triveneto area (Arzenton et al., 2005), thdifigs of which have been generally substantiated
by the present study.

Cumulatively, the analysis of the focus groups ase@ a common view of food risk
perceptions among the people involved in the d&ouns, showing the existence of widespread

perceptions of food risks. Similar to Arzenton kt(2005), these perceptions were considered to be
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strongly rooted in the social context of the refee group and yielded a unique definition of what
people think about when they refer to food risks.

In the interviewees’ opinion, food is safe whersifrom one’s personal vegetable garden or
animal breeding; when it is fresh and in seasonerwits quality can be directly or indirectly
controlled by the consumer; when it is not overlampulated; and when its preparation is
associated with a high level of hygiene.

Food risk was mainly associated with microbiologmantaminations and foodborne infections and
with the handling and consumption of eggs, meat faesh products that expire in a short time.
Similar to previous studies (Bearth, Cousin, & $igtg 2014; Dickson-Spillmann, Siegrist, Keller,
& Wormuth, 2009; Dickson-Spillmann, Siegrist, & ke, 2011), our interviewees expressed
concerns about chemicals in their diet (e.g., pel&s, animal hormones, antibiotics and food
additives) and declared that they were worried aljmatential, sometimes unknown, health
implications. The interviewees noted that food siskuld also be associated with childhood obesity
and a lack of respect for nutritional aspects. Mpasticipants reported paying significant attention
when they prepared food for their relatives, esgcifor children, and stated their intention to
consume healthy, fresh and homemade foods instéaddastrial products. However, other
respondents stressed that food risk might resouth fa lack of food diversity, which can hinder the
adoption of a healthier and more varied diet.

These findings show that consumers are aware af fek in all its different aspects, including
microbiological, chemical and nutritional aspects. particular, major attention and coping
strategies are devoted to avoiding microbiologitsi. In fact, although the great majority of Itai
consumers associate food risk with chemical prajuymesticides and toxic substances (European
Commission, 2010), our results better reflect etgharoncerns about food-related risk (Buzby,
2001) because interviewees were more concerned #imumicrobiological risks of food. Sparks
and Sheperd (1994) obtained similar results.

Notably, food risk perceptions emerged as a twoedisional construct based on the
following dimensions:

- quality warranties;

- perceived level of food controllability.
These dimensions were found to characterize ppaiits’ perceptions and attitudes towards food
risk when eating both at home and outside the hamaeserved as coping strategies, together with
the search for good hygiene conditions, especmaltgide the home.

4.1.Quality warranties

12



425 Quality has emerged as a decisive factor in defimihether a food poses a risk for health,
426  and a number of factors that affect the perceiwality of food have been identified. In particular,
427 the consumers realized that they had to activedycbefor safe food, which they referred to as a
428 preference for quality food (i.e., fresh produsisch as meat, fish, fruits and vegetables) thainare
429 season and locally produced. This result confirna \Rijswik and Frewer’s evidence (2008),
430 which showed that food quality and food safety @verlapping concepts. Moreover, Dreyer and
431  Renn (2014) noted that attributes such as ‘natatdhentic and traditional’ have gained importance
432  across Europe as motives for consumer choices. Yeghard to Italy, Mascarello et al. (2014)
433  recently confirmed this assumption; when assesking quality, Italian consumers consider the
434  most important aspects to be the product’s senduayacteristics (taste, appearance and freshness
435  of the product). Green et al. (2005) similarly usedus groups to assess public understanding of
436  food risks in four European countries that includtedy. Italian consumers were found to be ‘more
437 concerned with naturalness and taste, and in soowations had concerns about the
438  “industrialisation” of food production or specifissues of food adulteration’ (p. 524). Halkier and
439  colleagues (2007) also found the Italian food camsuto be a quality-conscious consumer.

440 The quality of food was also associated with thecgagged degree to which the food had been
441 handled by third parties along the food productabvain. In this sense, the level of perceived
442  handling acts as another determinant of qualitgtas the following factors:

443 - the gquantity of added substances (pesticides,ianti®, preservatives, food colouring), i.e.
444 chemical risk;

445 - how much the foodstuff is perceived to differ frats proper characteristics (taste, colour),
446 i.e. microbiological risk;

447 - the length of the production chain, i.e., riskatedl to industrial food production.

448 These beliefs justify the general avoidance of droand gastronomic foods and ready-to-eat
449  products and are consistent with the general preéer for consuming home-grown products or
450  products cultivated by a trusted person.

451 The food provenance was considered to be a deteniwof food quality as well, as previously
452  shown by Feldmann and Hamm (2015) and Lobb and &ada (2007). In particular, the focus
453  group participants agreed that the farther awaysth@ce of the food is, the more it has been
454  significantly manufactured by many parties along food chain. Therefore, the interviewees
455 expressed a preference for domestically produced, favthereas imported foods and ethnic or
456  industrial foodstuffs were associated with riske$é beliefs may be due to food neophobia (i.e., the
457 individual tendency to avoid consuming unfamilimod, as explained by Fischer and Frewer

458  (2009)) or, more generally, to the sense of belupgio a specific territory that causes the

13



459
460
461
462
463
464
465
466
467
468
469
470
471
472
473
474
475
476
477
478
479
480
481
482
483
484
485
486
487
488
489
490
491

interviewees to prefer local food, or safer fooe¢duse of their social identity (Demos & Pi, 2009;
Pino, Amatulli, De Angelis & Peluso, 2016)).

It is reasonable to assume that a local producbimsidered safe when it is viewed as a familiar
product. The literature has found that familiantyy be a predictor of the perception of benefit
(Fischer & Frewer, 2009). Familiarity is also orfetlee most important drivers of a preference for
certain food products because it reduces producertainty (Borgogno, Favotto, Corazzin,
Cardello & Piasentier, 2015). Our results highleghthat typical and local foods are preferred when
eating outside the home and abroad as an indivislualegy to reduce concerns associated with
globalization and the standardization of food comgtion habits. However, if people had a positive
experience with the consumption of food abroad le tpportunity to check the food
manufacturing, they declared the consumption ode¢Hereign foodstuffs to be equally acceptable.
This study found the dimension of control to bedamental in defining food risk perceptions, as

will be discussed below.

4.2.The perceived level of food controllability

The focus group discussions highlighted the impmea of the perceived level of
controllability in shaping consumers’ perceptiomsl @lemonstrated the key role of this dimension
in reducing anxiety about food risks. Controllalyilvas mainly associated with consumers’ direct
control over the quality and safety of food. Intmarar, a preference for self-produced foodstuffs
(e.g., vegetables cultivated in one’s own garder) far local food emerged, which is in line with
Italians’ overwhelming preference for traceable dqmroduced according to local traditions and
culture (Pino et al., , 2016). This preference rhigiflect consumers’ increased awareness of food
risks as well as people’s choice to experienceagwable alternatives to the industrial productiéon o
food. However, the choice to consume self-made ddts, such as those produced in a short
supply chain (Verraes et al., 2015), can unwitiingtpose consumers to foodborne pathogens that
they might be unaware of because of an optimisns, bés widely reported by the literature
(Millman, Rigby, Edward-Jones, Lighton & Jones, 2D1Reading food labels was found to be
another important form of direct control over fobdcause it allows consumers to check the
ingredients and properties of the food they purehas

In line with the previous literature (Dinga, Veerha® Adamowicz, 2013; Siegrist &
Cvetkovich, 2000), when direct control cannot bereed, a trustworthy relationship with vendors is
considered a good proxy for controllability. Ch@aelated to the evaluation of food risks need to

be made more than once a day and might represeigihly time-consuming activity. Therefore,
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people need to delegate control on some occasimhlave other trusted figures act on their behalf,
as some interviewees stated.

The safety controls requested by law for publicltheagencies and certifying bodies offer
another source of indirect controllability. Interagly, some interviewees declared a willingness to
delegate control over food quality and safety tppdiers and retailers because they believe that
food chain and manufacturing processes are higbihralled and require conformity with food
safety standards and laws. Indeed, previous stulkdé® reported relatively high consumer
confidence and trust in the safety of the food suppain (Barnett et al., 2016; Van Kleef et al.,
2007; Van Wezemael, Verbeke, Kugler, & Scholde26d,1).

Moreover, the participants identified both largel @mall retailers as safe sale points. This finding
may appear contradictory, but it is in line withneamer studies on food suggesting that such
contradictions can be reconciled if one considérat topposing practices highlight different
consumer strategies to address the complex coofektod choices in consumers’ daily lives
(Fischer, 2016). Contradictory practices might atlive from consumers’ different levels of
knowledge and information exposure or availabilitiie present study is limited by omitting these
factors in the sample composition. Further reseaocid verify this hypothesis.

Interestingly, the interviewees appeared to be atp@ by a high level of self-confidence in their
capability to recognize safe food. Their reportegeziences and coping strategies of direct or
indirect control in choosing and buying food cowddte this hypothesis. The focus group
discussions revealed a tendency among consumensderestimate the risks associated with the
domestic manipulation of food or with the consumptiof food from a short supply chain. For
example, none of the interviewees specifically nrefé to dangerous practices adopted at home that
would be likely to damage their own or their fantglyealth (see, for instance, Leikas, Lindeman,
Roininen, & Lahteenméaki, 2009). An optimistic biean play a role as well; people tend to view
themselves as less vulnerable to food risks thaergbeople and as less vulnerable than they
actually are (Sparks & Shepherd, 1994).

With regard to organic and GM foods, the opinionsravquite controversial in terms of
controllability. Most people did not consider orgariood a valuable alternative to traditional
products. Only a small number of the participamtssidered organic food safer or less treated and
believed that it had a higher quality standard hBatpeople showed a lack of confidence in these
foods because of unsafe treatments and the preséaaepollution, which affects organic and non-
organic products equally and makes them equallygelaus, in addition to their high cost. GM
foods were mainly associated with negative judgasmmobably due to a lack of knowledge of

these products. The participants reported conti@giécnformation and affirmed that they were not
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aware of the consequences of consuming GM foods aveng period. Thus, the respondents
generally preferred to avoid buying these produBtth previous and more recent studies have
confirmed this finding regarding the consumption @V foods in Italy (Harrison, Boccaletti,

House, 2004; Montuori, Triassi & Sarnacchiaro, 20R&0 et al., 2016). These findings seem to
suggest that both of these types of food are aiditisidered major concerns for consumers’ health.

Therefore, future research is needed to help coesurasolve their uncertainty.

4.3.Use of media outlets for food risk information

Although the participants stated that they were exgierienced with regard to food safety
topics, they appeared to be sufficiently informeu active seekers of this type of information,
especially during food emergencies. Their use dimneutlets for food risk information resonates
with previous studies (European commission, 201dmKlis, de Jonge, Frewer & Dagevos, 2007).
However, respondents complained about the religaind credibility of information sources that
were blamed for disseminating inaccurate and nidgheainformation, exaggerating risks and
providing contradictory advice. Nevertheless, tlatipipants stated they sought reassuring and
updated information from these sources. Indeed,ianedormation on food safety is generally
highly distrusted compared to other sources, btihe@tsame time, it remains a primary source for
many consumersr(@nuscript in preparation
Importantly, the discussions revealed feelingsesfgnation and scepticism towards food risks and,
more generally, towards food safety managementodijh the respondents seemed to be quite
informed about food risks, a fatalistic sense @bmplete control was predominant in response to
the lack of precise information on recognizing grdventing food risks. In their cross-cultural
study in Europe, van Kleef et al. (2006) also fouhdt for consumers, responsibility for self-
protection was regarded as necessary because aitiici uncertainty and a lack of proper
information, among other reasons.

Finally, although food labels cannot be consideaedroper communication channel like those
mentioned above, the participants reported usiegntlo obtain information about the purchased
food. This reported behaviour is in line with p@ws research linking consumer label-reading

behaviour with the management of food risks (TonKiaveney, Meyer, Wilson & Webb, 2016).

4.4 .Considerations for risk communication

The ability to differentiate among perceptions isks according to cultural belonging is a
fundamental part of the implementation of targeded effective communication campaigns. The
literature has highlighted the need to analysedhetions of individuals to risky situations, stagt
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from the cultural contexts and the communities tocl they belong and in which they were raised
(Lupton, 2003). In this situation, the investigatiof people living in a well-defined territory, suc
as the Triveneto area, is crucial to discover whtopics require deeper knowledge and
understanding by consumers to improve perceptidied tnay lead to more effective risk
communication.

First, local public health agencies mandated touengood safety should exert greater
efforts to inform consumers in response to the spdead feeling of impotence in properly
managing and avoiding food risks, as the focus gpmarticipants noted. For example, public health
actors might invest in delivering more detailedomfiation to explain (i) who is responsible for
food safety and (ii) which actions are implemené¢dhe food chain level and the governmental
level to ensure such controls on food.

Second, our findings suggest that more attentimulshbe paid to increasing consumers’
awareness of possible food hazards related to ahsuenption of self-produced food and food
derived from a short supply chain in response tjtligements of optimism bias that emerged
from the discussions. This is a finding of majoncern for experts, who generally consider self-
produced food and food from short supply chainpdee a greater risk to health than foodstuffs
from food industries (Roccato et al., 2017). F@atamce, communication messages might persuade
consumers to responsibly adopt preventive behavisnen handling raw foods and to control the
safety of self-made food products before consumptibhese communication messages might
suggest best practices for the transportation tordge of food to ensure its safety (e.g., do abt e
undercooked foods that could pose a risk, suchods ghicken and shellfish; thaw meat in the
refrigerator and not at room temperature; and vikéshen utensils between uses, especially if they
have been used to cut raw food). Educational nzseand news in well-read magazines might
serve this purpose (see Tiozzo et al., 2011; Mai.e2012).

Our findings also suggest the need to develop et&ccommunication materials to resolve
concerns about chemicals in food, such as thosgestef by Bearth et al. (2014). The importance
given by the participants to nutritional aspectpassible food risks may provide a stepping stone
for future research to investigate consumers’ geices.

Communication interventions should also provide stoners with detailed and exhaustive
information on both organic and GM foods to inceetteeir knowledge and to enable them to make
informed decisions regarding the consumption of¢hproducts. In particular, the interviewees
claimed that this information should be delivergdalthoritative and impartial sources.

In addition, the focus group discussions illuminiatiee need for a greater commitment by the mass

media to ensure the dissemination of clear-headeldsaientifically validated information. The
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mass media should depict food risk news withouv@kng unjustified alarmism by being more
informative and reporting objective measures dsigBenson, 2011; Tiozzo, Mantovani, Neresini
& Ravarotto, 2015).

Ultimately, this study confirms the key informativele of food labels (Dimara & Skuras, 2005)

and suggests that policy makers should adopt nomprehensible and exhaustive food labels.

4.5. Final remarks
Because the focus groups were exploratory andreefdp a delimited socio-cultural context, the
results need to be interpreted with caution anchaabe appliedout courtto a wider context.
Nonetheless, our findings are in line with previoniernational studies on food risk perceptions.
Similar to Holm and Kildevang’s study (1996), owsearch showed that consumers combine
quality cues and make inferences when informat®incomplete, suggesting that food choices
often reflect compromises in everyday life rathent consumers’ preferences. Green et al. (2005)
showed that the public’'s understanding of food gisis multi-dimensional, rational and
sophisticated and that choosing safe foodstuffdoisa certain extent, influenced by a sensible
pragmatism. Thus, consumers are given substaesalonsibility with regard to choosing quality
and safe products for their own health as wellnasomplying with food hygiene standards when
they handle, cook and store food at home. Moreas@nsumers in the focus group discussions
noted that they rely on personal knowledge as eesstul strategy for risk avoidance. In this sense,
food risk communicators need to better hone comaoatioin interventions to increase consumers’
knowledge and strengthen the trust between consuamer institutions.
It is also worth noting that the focus group distoss were held shortly after some of the most
important food incidents that occurred in Europg.(eBSE, dioxin crisis) and in Italy (e.g., highly
pathogenic avian influenza), so the risk percegtitom these incidents and the impact of food
safety information had important effects on fooshsiamption (Lobb, Mazzocchi, & Traill, 2006).
Therefore, our study might be considered a snapshtite concerns of people who, to a certain
extent, have become familiar with food risks anthvwmitigation strategies to resolve uncertainties
about food safety and to make rational and resptngiecisions in terms of food choice and
consumption.
The present study has one important limitationogus group is a research method that uses self-
reported information to provide a top-of-mind vi@ivwhat people think about a specific theme.
The discussions might be biased by social desitbdoncerns linked to self-presentation
management (e.g. Marlowe & Crowne, 1960), which paake the interviewees talk and act as

informed and responsible consumers.
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Additionally, the current research intended to jevinsights about perceptions, beliefs and
attitudes for further quantitative research (esgrvey) applied in a wider area and with a larger
sample. This type of research could also considémaeasure social desirability bias. Furthermore,
a longitudinal research design could investigategdp between attitudes and behaviours.

Focus group discussions revealed which topics gémenajor concerns in consumers. Additional
investigations could assess whether these coneeenspecific to particular risks or could rank the
risks according to different levels of concern.

Ultimately, perceptions of food risk might be fugthinvestigated according to socio-demographic

variables, which was outside the scope of thiglaft initial premise.

5. Conclusions

Currently, safe food is at the centre of concemgaovernments, scientists and the public
(Scholliers, 2008). Communication research hassde the importance of developing effective
risk communication processes as an integral paris&fassessment and management (Sheperd,
2008). In addition, previous research has notetl dhaational or regional strategy for food risk
communication is more desirable due to cross-ailtdifferences in consumer perceptions and
information preferences (Cope et al., 2010; se® Hiszzo et al., 2011).

Research on food risk perceptions is still spanséaly. Although the present study was conducted
in a limited socio-cultural territory, it can bersidered a pilot study to increase attention to and
public debate on the importance of ensuring fodétgathrough the promotion of tailored risk
communication interventions. In particular, comnuation messages should aim to raise
consumers’ awareness about the adoption of ade@eatviours as normal daily practices when
preparing food at home and to promote risk mit@atstrategies in response to the predominant
sense of impotence with regard to one’s own praectin this sense, our results represent a
starting point to inform food risk communicationdgoolicies for the territory under study.

Ultimately, our findings may provide useful insighto local food manufacturers and industries,
which may gain greater understanding of consunpeferences and choices of food products at

different shopping places and consequently mayonrgfood marketing strategies.
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Appendix 1. Interview guide used for the focus group discussions

1. General beliefs about food risk
- Meaning and examples of risky/safe foods

- Personal strategies to cope with food risk

2. Criteriafor purchasing safe food
- Preferred points of purchase
- Which motivations underlie the choice of food and the preference for certain points of

purchase

3. Bedliefsabout eating outside home
- Examples of safer placesto go to eat
- Preferred foods

4. Seekinginformation about food risk
- Preferred information sources about food risk

- Suggestions to improve communication about food risk

5. Conclusion
- Fina remarks

- Further insights and suggestions



1 Tablel. Distribution of the sample by gender and province of residence

2

Province Men Women Total
Bolzano 3 8 11
Pordenone 1 10 11
Trento 4 9 13
Udine 2 8 10
Total 10 35 45



1 Table2. Distribution of the sample by age and gender
2

Gender
Age Men Wormen Total
21-30 0 6 6
31-40 3 3 6
41-50 3 8 11
51-60 1 5 6
Over 60 3 13 16

Total 10 35 45
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Table 3. Distribution of the sample by presence of young or grown children in the family

composition

Participants with

Participants with

Province children < 12 years old children0|>d12 years
Bolzano 5 4
Pordenone 5 7
Trento 4 7
Udine 2 7




1  Table4. Distribution of the sample by level of education

2
3
Province Primary school Middle school High school Degree
Bolzano 0 1 5 5
Pordenone 0 3 5 3
Trento 0 3 5 5
Udine 3 2 4 1




1 Tableb. Topicsof discussion and categoriesthat emerged from the focus group discussions
2

Topics of discussion Categories

- ldentification of microbiological, chemica and
nutritional aspects of food risk

- List of risky foodstuffs

- ldentification of quality warranties (freshness,
natural ness, local provenance)

- ldentification of risk factors (expiry date, food
conservation and food manipul ation)

- Attitude towards GM and organic foods

General beliefs about food
risk

- Selection of the point of purchase according to
the type of food

- Role of (direct/indirect) control

- Attention to the origin of the product

- Role of time devoted to purchase food

- Role of price and brands

Criteria for purchasing safe
food

- Eating out for business and leisure and eating
abroad
Beliefs about eating outside - Role of canteens
the home ~ Definition of criteriato eat safely outside the
home

- Useof mass mediaand food |abels as
information sources

- Role of mass mediain reporting risks

- Informational needs about food risks

Preferred media outlet for
food risk information




