
Introduction

During the last decades several trends in food
consumption have been observed. These trends imply
changes in the social and economic environment as
well as in lifestyle. Working patterns, higher female
employment rates, lack of time and income growth
have led to an increasing consumption of fast food,
convenience foods and food away from home (Petzoldt
et al., 2008). At the same time, the citizens of Western
developed countries have moved away from primary
production and they procure the necessary food from
supermarkets, grocery stores and various kinds of large
and small food stores. Thus urbanization has resulted
in an increased consumption of packaged and
processed food, as consumers are now seeking their
food in packages on the shelves of food stores (USDA,
2011). Furthermore, and as a result of this behavior,
there is a growing interest in packaging as a tool for
sales promotion and a stimulator of impulsive buying 

behavior. Therefore, packaging performs an important
role in marketing communications, especially in the
point of sale, and could be treated as one of the most
important factors influencing consumer’s purchase
decision (Kuvykaite et al., 2009).

Furthermore, when developing new products or
improving the existing ones, it is important to under-
stand how consumers perceive innovations, their
expectations, packaging attributes they consider most
attractive, and which information positively affects
their buying decision in order to improve the likelihood
for the product to be accepted (Di Monaco et al., 2007).
The use of packaging and labels to lure consumers and
to communicate product benefits directly on the shelf
constitutes a competitive advantage factor in the food
industry sector (Dantas et al., 2011).

Despite the important role that packaging can play
in attracting consumers’ attention and in influencing
their perceptions and purchasing decisions, there are
not many published studies about the influence of
packaging on consumer preferences (Ares & Deliza,
2010; Puyares et al., 2010). In this context, it is
important to f ind methodological approaches that
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make it possible to determine both the importance of
packaging on the purchasing process and which are the
most important factors linking packaging and
consumer attitudes.

This task is especially difficult if one considers that
there are many possible aspects affecting the
relationship between consumers and packaging: size,
materials, design or environmental concerns. There-
fore, consumers may find it difficult to indicate their
thoughts and beliefs in a typical research interview.
Additionally, respondents do not always share their
opinions with the interviewer because they are often
unaware of the underlying motives, values and attitudes
that affect their choice towards a product over another
(Donoghue, 2000). Given these limitations, an
approach towards understanding consumer perceptions
and behavior when choosing food and the influence of
packaging in food purchasing is the application of
qualitative research techniques (Roinien et al., 2006;
Vidal et al., 2013).

Qualitative research has been defined as research
that looks deep into the quality of social life, places
the study within particular settings which provide
opportunities for exploring all possible opinions and
perceptions of the participants (Holliday, 2002). It is
appropriate to discover the nature of a problem in the
initial stages of the process; facilitates the recognition
of a decision situation and helps to identify alternative
actions to the relevant variables and hypotheses
(Guerrero et al., 2009). Qualitative research has been
extensively used in the food sector (Guerrero et al.,
2009; Ares & Deliza, 2010; Barrena-Figueroa &
Garcia-Lopez-de-Meneses, 2013; Vaca & Mesías,
2014) and can be used to approach a problem and its
causes, this type of research being more flexible and
versatile (Stewart et al., 1994).

Among qualitative techniques, focus groups are
considered to be one of the techniques generally used
at the earliest stages of consumer research. This
method is based on group dynamic concepts, and the
discussion is stimulated by the exchange of personal
comments (Galvez & Resurreccion, 1992). Focus
groups started to be used in marketing research but
have been widely adapted to social and applied
sciences. In these groups, the interviewer creates a
supportive environment, asking focused questions to
encourage the discussion and the expression of
different opinions and points of view (Krueger, 1988).
This technique relies heavily on careful planning and
conduction by an experienced moderator sufficiently

knowledgeable about the product under discussion.
The physical setting must be informal and comfortable
and the focus group should last around 1-3 hours. The
whole meeting is recorded using audio or video devices
in order to allow further analysis.

Moreover, the application of this technique can be
used to address important issues, such as under-
standing the perceptions, preferences and consumer
behavior in relation to a product category; or to find
the expressions, language and concerns of a segment
of consumers (Morgan & Krueger, 1998); or to get
impressions on the concepts of a new product, getting
participants interpretations of results from earlier
studies (Marshall & Rossman, 1999). For example,
Deliza et al. (1999) applied focus groups in order to
identify fruit juice packaging characteristics relevant
to consumers. In addition, Deliza et al. (2003) used a
focus group to investigate the impact of information
about the production of fruit juice on consumer
perception of the product.

Indeed, the main advantage of focus groups is that
they allow much more freedom of expression from the
participants than other methods. In this method, the
attendants choose the way in which they will answer,
allowing interaction, debate, and exchange of views
during the discussion with the other participants,
adding complexity to the qualitative information
(Dransfield et al., 2004). In this paper, we used focus
groups to identify those attributes and factors
regarding the presentation and packaging of cheese
products which most affect the purchase decision.

Material and methods

Data collection

Focus groups are generally composed of 8 to 12
people who have not previously met each other and
who are selected because they share certain charac-
teristics relevant to the study’s questions. In this study,
four focus group sessions were carried out with a total
of 38 participants.

Each focus group discussion was developed with
eight to twelve participants of both genders (53% men
& 47% women) with ages ranging between 27 and 55
years, in order to create more integration among the
participants. They were selected at the University
Campus of Badajoz (Spain) between December 2012
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and January 2013, by means of a convenience
sampling, a non-probability method commonly used
in qualitative research when the aim is to obtain an
approximation to a specific topic (Kinnear & Taylor,
1993). Purchasing habits were the criteria used to
recruit the participants in the study.

Although the number of surveys could be considered
inadequate for a market research study, it is in line with
the samples used by other authors applying focus
groups (Chambers et al., 2007; Dantas et al., 2011;
Debucquet et al., 2012). Since this is a qualitative
approach and due to the limitations of the sample, the
f indings may not be generalized in a direct way,
although they are valuable to develop subsequent
quantitative research.

Eleven packages of cheese with different
characteristics (shape, design and size) purchased from
local supermarkets were provided to the participants
in order to allow them to express their opinions more
easily. Participants were allowed to manipulate the
packages at will (opening or closing them, comparing
sizes, etc). Diversification in colour, information, size
and design pattern were the main criteria used to select
the samples for this study.

Development of the focus group

The four sessions were conducted in a big room
where the participants were comfortably seated. All
the participants volunteered for the study and did not
receive any monetary incentive for their participation.
The participants sat around a table to allow interaction,
visual contact, and harmonious discussion. The
sessions were recorded on audio for further analysis
and conducted by the same moderator.

During the introduction, the moderator defined the
purpose of the focus group, the moderator’s role and
the aim of the study. In order to get everyone
acquainted with one another and to get the participants
thinking about the topic of interest, each of the
participants was asked to introduce his/her name and
briefly discuss one concern that he/she had about
purchase decisions and food packaging. This procedure
was intended to create an atmosphere of interaction.
The participants were assured that there were no right
or wrong answers to the questions presented and they
were encouraged to express their opinions. The
discussion began with questions about food packaging,
the influence of packaging and their attitudes regarding

consumers’ cheese purchase intention. These pre-
liminary questions were aimed at starting a discussion
in relation to food packaging and its influence when
buying food. Table 1 shows the script followed by the
moderator during the different focus groups.

Data analysis

After each focus group, a report reflecting the main
points of interest was produced. The audio recordings
of the focus groups were transcribed and the trans-
criptions were analyzed. This process was performed
three times, comparing different focus group discus-
sions and the responses of different participants until
central themes emerged. Data were analyzed using
content analysis (Stewart & Shamdasani, 1990), a
research technique used to make replicable and valid
inferences from texts or other meaningful materials
(Krippendorff, 2004).

In this paper, the use of content analysis followed
an adaptation of the procedures described by Flick

Table 1. Guideline to conduct the four group sessions

Question

Food purchasing process

1 What are the main factors in your purchasing
process?

2 Do you think lack of time at the sale point plays a
role in the purchasing decision?

Food packaging and the purchase decision

3 What are you concerns, opinions and thoughts about
food packaging?

4 Is there any packaging influence in the purchase
decision?

Food packaging and information

5 Do you think the information on the food package
affects your purchase decision?

6 What kind of information do you expect to find on
a food package?

Food packaging characteristics 
( design / material / colour)

7 Do you think the packaging size and format may
affect your purchasing decision?

8 Do you think colour and images in the package
could influence your purchasing decision?

9 Do you believe that well designed package may
create more confidence in the product?
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(2002). Firstly, the information was processed and
organized into common themes. Secondly, topics
mentioned in the four groups were considered
important and included in the results summary. Finally,
all words and their meanings were considered in the
analysis, with comments for each question being
examined to define similarities and differences. No
statistical analysis was carried out due to the qualitative
nature of focus groups. Fig. 1 shows the complete
process followed to develop and analyze the focus
groups.

Results

The results described in this section are presented
following the above mentioned script used to conduct
the focus groups. Tables 2 to 5 show the main

comments related to the different topics of the
discussion and prepared from the participants’ quotes.
It must be highlighted that there were no themes that
emerged for any individual gender or age group.

General factors affecting the purchasing
process

Table 2 shows the main observations made by the
participants about the general factors affecting their
purchasing decisions.

According to the general view of the participants,
the most relevant factors in the purchasing process for
food products were price, quality of the product, brand,
origin and lack of available time when shopping. In
fact, it was widely reported that price was a dominant
factor in the purchasing decisions due to budget
constraints.

It is noteworthy that just a few participants
mentioned food quality as the most important aspect
when making their food choice (they stated that they
always searched for the highest quality products,
regardless of their price). Similarly, brand was also
highlighted as an important factor when choosing food,
but just for some participants that linked it to brand
confidence.

The origin of the product was also frequently
indicated as an essential factor in the purchasing
intention, with participants prioritizing the origin
Spain. This result could be expected due to the city
where the study took place and given the participants’
Spanish citizenship. Finally, lack of available time at
the moment of purchase was also stated as a factor
affecting the purchasing process, as consumers buy
more packaged products due to working patterns and
higher female employment.

Figure 1. Process followed to develop and analyze a focus
group.

Focus groups
(4 sessions)

Selection
of participants

Selection of cheese
samples

38 participants 
different 
in gender 
and age

11 packages 
of cheese products

with different 
formats, shapes...

Development of focus group

Transcription of recordings

Summary of frequent answers

Selection of the essential tems

Results & discussion

Table 2. Comments about food purchasing process

— Price is an essential factor in the purchasing process.
— Product quality influences greatly purchase intentions.
— Package content must be adapted to family size and

consumption level.
— Spanish origin of food products influences food choice.
— Many participants would pay more for specific brands.
— Packaging and its relevant items (nutritional information,

size and design) play an important role in consumers’
decisions.

— Lack of shopping time leads to purchasing more
packaged food.
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Food packaging and presentation

Regarding the comments about Food packaging and
presentation, Table 3 summarizes the remarks made by
the participants.

Most of the participants stated that food is primarily
packaged to allow its conservation and storage for a
long time. Good packaging and presentation are
essential to prevent any wastage that may occur during
transportation and distribution. In particular, for cheese
products, the participants showed that presentation and
packaging greatly affect the purchasing decision,
especially in their first purchase of the product.

Food packaging and information

Concerning the information displayed on the
packaging (Table 4), the participants in the focus
groups indicated that their main information require-
ments were: nutritional information, ingredients,
expiry date and origin. The majority of the participants
also stated that the expiry date was the most essential
information for them, although just some of them
indicated they usually read the nutritional information
and the list of ingredients (for example, consumers
looking for gluten free products due to allergies).

In addition, it emerged that calorie content infor-
mation was frequently searched, as the participants
preferred the cheese with low calories due to over-
weight problems. Some participants also reported that
the information must be in different languages in order
to improve the communication to consumers from
different countries.

Food packaging characteristics
(design/format/materials/colours) 
and purchasing decisions

Finally, Table 5 shows the comments concerning the
last section of the focus groups. Packaging design and
colour were mentioned as playing an important role in
attracting consumers’ attention at the time of purchase,
as the colour helps to distinguish the product according
to consumers’ preferences (for example full-fat and
light cheese of the same brand). Moreover, most of the
attendees stated that some colours, such as red, orange
or yellow, attracted more attention.

In addition, it was also widely indicated that the
packaging design of the cheese products was
substantial to characterize the product inside it. Many
participants strongly mentioned some additional
characteristics of the package such as easiness to
open, with resealable packaging or packaging with
a lid being considered positively in the buying
decision. Packaging size was often reported as a
fundamental factor in their purchase intent, as the
majority of the participants preferred cheese in small
packages (weighing from 125 g to 200 g) due to
family size.

Regarding the packaging format, all the focus
groups showed a marked preference for the packaging
format with small individual slices and a round shape.
Although the cheese packages used in the focus group

Table 3. Comments about packaging and presentation

— Food is packaged for long-time preservation and storability.
— Package has a great influence in the first purchase.
— Product packaging generates consumer expectations.
— Food packaging identif ies the characteristics of the

product.
— Food packaging facilitates handling and marketing of

the product.

Table 4. Main comments about food packaging and
information

— Participants stated that they always look for specific infor-
mation on the package: expiration date, origin and weight.

— The majority of the attendants said that expiration date
is the most relevant information.

— Many participants indicated that calorie content
information is essential for their choice of cheese.

— Some of the consumers searched for information about
milk type since they preferred goat milk cheese.

— It was reported that packaging information should appear
in different languages to ease communication between
consumers and producers.

Table 5. Comments about food packaging characteristics

— Packaging colour (specially red, orange and yellow)
influences consumer’s purchase intent by attracting
his/her attention.

— Numerous participants preferred smaller-sized packages.
— Many attendants chose the package with additional

characteristics such as easiness to open and resealability.
— Packaging format is a determining factor when

purchasing cheese.
— Plastic vacuum package is the most preferred for cheese

products.
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sessions were made of plastic and paperboard
(according to what can be found in the market), a
preference for the plastic package was clearly stated
by the majority of participants. The main reason given
for this behavior was that plastic allowed them to see
the product before buying it, thus increasing their
confidence in the product.

Discussion

It must be pointed out that the factors that were
considered most relevant in our focus groups (price,
brand, product packaging, quality of the product and
its origin) are frequently mentioned in consumer
research as some of the determining attributes guiding
food purchasing (Dantas et al., 2011). This consensus
may show a somehow uniform behavior of consumers
towards food packaging.

The fact that price is the dominant factor influencing
consumer behavior as regards food has also been found
by other researchers, such as Carneiro et al. (2005),
who showed that the purchasing decisions for soybean
oils were clearly affected by price, with low-priced
soybean oils obtaining a higher purchasing intention
than high-priced ones. This behavior is also in line with
that reported by Deliza (1996), who reinforced the
positive impact of low-price products on consumers’
purchasing intention.

As mentioned in the previous section, just a few
participants stated that food quality was the most
important aspect regarding their choice of food. One
could expect a different shopping conduct for food, as
consumers’ awareness for food is increasing, together
with the importance given to food safety scandals or
to the presence of additives and other artif icial
substances in food. In fact, other researchers (Feng
et al., 2012) have found that quality and safety were
considered the most important factors affecting
consumers’ purchasing decisions in food products.
This inconsistence may be caused by the fact that we
were dealing with packed food, and therefore
consumers accept it is not natural but processed food.

The remarks concerning the importance of brand
are similar to those of Ares et al. (2010), who indicated
that brand is a key factor influencing consumers’
choice of functional yoghurt. These results agree with
the findings of other authors’ (Moreno et al., 2012),
who found brand to be an outstanding factor in the
consumer response to a chocolate product.

It is interesting to note that the significance granted
to origin in this study has also been stated in other
studies (Papanagiotou et al., 2013) where it not only
was considered one of the most salient factors for
consumers’ purchasing decisions, but it was given even
more importance than price.

On the subject of food packaging and presentation,
Schifferstein et al. (1999) observed that product
packaging may be a driver of consumer decision
making, because it allows consumers to draw
inferences about the product regarding its attributes or
—in the case of foodstuffs and beverages— its taste.
Product packaging might, in addition to shaping
expectations, even modulate subsequent product
experiences. Therefore, it can be said that packaging
performs an important role in marketing communi-
cations and it could be treated as one of the most
important factors influencing consumers’ purchasing
decisions (Wells et al., 2007).

Regarding the information displayed on the packa-
ging, the results of the focus groups have been con-
firmed by different researchers. Jaeger (2006) found
that food choices depend on non-sensory attributes,
such as information acquired about a product (brand,
price or nutritional knowledge). Silayoi & Speece
(2004) showed that consumers tended to judge food
product performance by reading the label more care-
fully. Finally, Moskowitz (1994) showed that nutritional
information and product ingredients affected con-
sumers’ acceptance of cheese and purchasing decisions
thereof. All these studies reinforce the idea that the
information delivered on the packaging generates a
strong impact on the consumers’ purchasing decision.

Previous researches on the topic of packaging
characteristics (Puyares et al., 2010; Becker et al.,
2011) had found that visual design parameters such as
packaging colour and packaging shape affect
consumers’ perceptions and expectations. Bone &
France (2001) also suggested that the graphical
component of a food label (colour and image) could
signif icantly influence the beliefs and purchasing
intentions of the consumers, while Mizutani et al.
(2010) presented similar findings for juice packages.
Therefore, graphics on packaging have the potential
to influence consumers’ product-related attitudes and
behaviors (Westerman et al., 2013).

Concerning packaging design and size, the findings
of this paper are coherent with those of other authors.
Thus, Bloch (1995) stated that the design of a product
packaging can influence the consumers’ cognitive and
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affective responses, while Draskovic (2010) also
established the preference for small packages that came
up in our study, although in his case the product
analyzed was soft drinks.

In a way consistent with our f indings about
packaging format, Bar & Neta (2006) and Westerman
et al. (2013) found that consumers preferred curved
shapes for the packaging of different food products,
such as chocolate and water. Furthermore, Berkowitz
(1987) also stated the higher preference for rounded
slices vs. rectangular slices that was indicated by the
attendants to our focus groups. Therefore, aesthetic
preferences relating to packaging design influence
consumers’ product attitudes and purchasing decisions
(Creusen & Schoormans, 2005).

It can be concluded that focus groups have con-
siderable potential as means of collecting qualitative
data within consumer research. Knowing consumers
and understanding their needs and behavior are key
factors to a commercially successful product. By using
this technique, we have identified that price, product
quality, packaging, origin and brand are the decisive
factors in the purchasing decision of food products.
Although food packaging and presentation have a
potential influence on consumer’s choice and
purchasing, packaging colour and design are the most
attractive factors during the purchasing process.
Therefore, packaging format and colour can be
decisive in selling cheese, as, before buying the
product, consumers get previous impressions through
the packaging. Therefore, cheese companies should
seek to get messages regarding their products across
to the consumers through packaging and presentation
in order to differentiate the product in the market.
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