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ABSTRACT 
 
 As the number of consumers voluntarily adopting a gluten-free diet continues to 

climb, so does the prevalence of front-of-package (FOP) labeling claims. The “Gluten-

Free” FOP claim has risen in popularity and is found on a variety of food products, 

including product categories inherently absent of gluten. Consumers’ use of food label 

claims as a source of information generates a need to investigate how consumers use the 

“Gluten-Free” FOP claim to form opinions and perceptions about food products. This 

study explored the lived experiences of a parent while grocery shopping and investigated 

the phenomenon of how parents perceive and utilize the “Gluten-Free” FOP claim during 

the food decision-making process. Furthermore, this study examined consumers’ 

perceptions of the “Gluten-Free” FOP claim on naturally gluten-free foods and described 

consumer perceptions of the gluten-free diet. 

 This study utilized a qualitative approach consisting of 11 in-depth semi-

structured interviews to explore how consumers perceive and utilize the “Gluten-Free” 

FOP labeling claim. Individuals with a medically diagnosed reason to follow a gluten-

free diet were excluded from the study. Results indicated consumers actively search for 

and trust the “Gluten-Free” FOP claim as well as use this claim as a heuristic tool during 

the decision-making process. Hollow “Gluten-Free” FOP claims confuse consumers and 

raise misperceptions about agricultural production and food wholesomeness. 

Furthermore, results found consumers believe a gluten-free diet promotes overall health 

and correlate gluten with carbohydrates. Results of this study provide a deeper insight 

into how FOP claims influence consumer opinion formation and perceptions of food 

products.
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Background and Setting 

 The average United States supermarket carries 30,098 food products, providing 

consumers a wide range of products while being exposed to a plethora of food purchasing 

choices at any given time (Food Marketing Institute, 2019a). With every stroll down a 

grocery store aisle, consumers are bombarded with purchasing decisions from the various 

labeling or claims placed on food products such as “Gluten-Free”, “GMO-Free”, “No 

Added Hormones”, “Free Range”, or “Low Carb”. Consumers use front-of-pack label 

claims as a source of information (Hersey, Wohlgenant, Arsenault, Kosa, & Moth, 2013). 

Research suggests a farm-to-plate knowledge gap exists and United States consumers 

internalize inaccurate knowledge and perceptions about the agricultural industry (Rumble 

& Buck, 2013). Understandably, consumers demand transparency of how their food is 

produced and processed as part of the decision-making process (Food Marketing 

Institute, 2019a; Jokinen, Kupsala, & Vinnari, 2012; Rumble & Irani, 2016); however, 

consumer opinion formation may lead to supporting or avoiding food products with or 

without specific label claims based on misinformed perspectives (Belei et al., 2012; 

Beyranevand, 2017; Bialkova, Sasse, & Fenko, 2014; Schaefer, Hooker, & Stanton, 

2016). 

Consumer-Driven Industry 

Although rooted in a long and rich history, agricultural production is constantly 

evolving to increase efficiency and meet consumer demand. In recent decades, United 

States agriculture has shifted from production-based to consumer-driven (Baldwin, 2016; 
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Bogren, 2003). Gone are the days where consumers focused on availability and quantity 

of food products. Rather than eating to live, today’s consumer lives to eat with food 

waste rates skyrocketing. In the United States, between 31-40% of food grown is never 

eaten (Buzby, Wells, & Hyman, 2014; Hall, Guo, Dore, & Chow, 2009; Spiker, Hiza, 

Siddiqi, & Neff, 2017). Today, the quality, or perceived quality, of the food we eat has 

become the focus of our society.  

Today’s consumer is provided an abundance of food choices. Not only do 

Americans’ conversations center on recipes and food trends, our social media newsfeeds 

are filled with photos of food dishes at restaurants and dinner tables. With consumers at 

the wheel, food production is shifting from a production-oriented model with the goal to 

be the most efficient and cost sensitive, to a consumer-driven model where efficiency is 

sacrificed to provide a product that will catch consumers’ attention (Kvam, Magnus, & 

Straete, 2014; Straete, 2008).  

When consumers think of food production, some may visualize happy cows in 

California while others see farmers spraying pesticide while wearing a hazmat suit. For 

some, the famous American Gothic painting may come to mind or perhaps chickens 

being injected with a syringe as seen in Chipotle’s video The Scarecrow. According to 

Cannon and Irani (2011), “Today’s consumers have a low level of understanding of the 

agricultural production process. We often fear what we do not know” (p. 13). In 2005, 

17% of consumers were “not confident” food available at most grocery stores was safe to 

consume (Gallup, 2019). Although the average United States consumer is three or more 

generations removed from the farm with no firsthand connection to agricultural 

production, food production and processing is moving to the forefront of their minds 
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(American Farm Bureau Federation, 2020; Tigue, Kriese-Anderson, & Pacumbaba, 

2019). 

Transparency of Food Production 

As consumers are becoming further removed from production agriculture and the 

agricultural industry, research suggests transparent communication with consumers may 

serve as a strategy to reengage consumers’ trust in food production (Rumble & Irani, 

2016). Efforts to increase trust in food production have evolved from building personal 

relationships between producers and consumers to become more focused on efforts to 

increase transparency (Jokinen et al., 2012). Transparency of food production and the 

“Know Your Farmer” mindset have recently risen in popularity. Rawlins (2008) 

described transparency as providing all legally releasable information to the general 

public, whether positive or negative, to allow consumers to make more reasonable 

decisions and hold organizations accountable for actions. Transparency has been 

discussed as “promoting accountability, collaboration, cooperation, and commitment” 

between two entities (Jahansoozi, 2006, p. 943). Attitude and trust are influenced by 

consumers’ perceived transparency of agriculture and food production (Rumble, 2013). 

Not only does transparent communication create an emotional connection between 

consumers and agriculture, it offers an opportunity to increase consumers’ competence 

and knowledge of agriculture and food topics (Tampere, 2007).  

Today’s consumers ask more questions about their food than ever before, which 

may be partly due to the information-oriented society we live in with data constantly at 

our fingertips (Food Marketing Institute, 2019a). Consumers desire a deeper connection 

with their food and yearn to view food producers as trusted individuals (Food Marketing 
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Institute, 2019a). Consumers support companies and manufacturers whose actions, 

beliefs, and morals are similar to their own (Bingle & Gernot, 2018). Yet, consumers may 

lose trust in a food company when a brand is involved in a scandal or controversial 

situation (Bingle & Gernot, 2018). Scandals in the food industry, such as the when horse 

meat was found in a United Kingdom Burger King patty in 2013, combined with food 

product recalls elicit consumer fear in food production and skeptical views of honest 

representation of food wholesomeness (Rieger, Kuhlgatz, & Anders, 2016; USDA FSIS, 

2020). 

The agricultural and food industries are responding to consumer demand for 

transparency through various communication techniques and platforms. Farmers across 

the United States are using social media to share the farming story and answer consumer 

questions (Baumgartner, 2012). McDonald’s created the “Our Food Your Questions” 

social media campaign to release behind-the-scenes videos and answered questions from 

consumers (Gorham, Gibson, & Irlbeck, 2016). Stebner, Becker, and Baker (2015) found 

hosting farm tours for bloggers increased trust in farmers. Blue Bell Creameries is known 

for being a transparent food company and has invited the general public to enjoy factory 

tours for decades. This transparency helped Blue Bell Creameries maintain positive brand 

reputation after a Listeria outbreak in 2015, which resulted in three deaths (Opat, 

Magness, & Irlbeck, 2018). Blue Bell Creameries’ transparency efforts and open 

communication during this crisis paved the way for the brand to still operate today (Blue 

Bell Creamery, n.d.).  

Livestock organizations are working to meet the demand of transparency and 

improve consumer trust in food production by implementing quality assurance programs, 
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such as the National Cattlemen’s Beef Association’s (NCBA) Beef Quality Assurance 

(BQA) program and the National Pork Board’s Pork Quality Assurance Plus (PQA) 

program (Beef Quality Assurance, 2019; Pork Checkoff, 2019). The goal of these quality 

assurance programs is to raise consumer confidence and trust of food production 

practices (Beef Quality Assurance, 2019; Pork Checkoff, 2020). As agricultural 

organizations respond to consumer transparency demands, they must recognize and 

consider how consumer characteristics and food preferences influence food product 

demand. 

Characteristics of Consumers 

United States consumers are becoming more health conscious and are constantly 

searching for ways to adopt a healthier diet or lifestyle. In 2014, 64% of American 

consumers reported that food and beverage purchasing decisions are influenced by the 

healthfulness of products (International Food Information Council, 2013). According to 

the American Dietetic Association (ADA, 2008), 19% of consumers were seeking 

information for how to incorporate nutrition and healthy eating habits into diets in 2000. 

This behavior doubled to 40% in 2008 (ADA, 2008). In 2018, Gallup distributed a 

Nutrition and Food poll, which found 32% of respondents pay “a great deal” of attention 

to nutritional information printed on all food packages with an additional 38% paying “a 

fair amount” of attention, for a combined total of 70% of respondents paying attention to 

nutrition information (Gallup, 2019). 

In addition to searching for “healthier” food products, consumers are also 

searching for higher quality food products. According to the Food Marketing Institute, 

78% of today’s grocery shoppers search for high-quality fruits and vegetables and 76% 
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look for high-quality meats (Food Marketing Institute, 2019b). Seventy percent of 

consumers are demanding more “accurate information” be displayed on food products as 

consumers believe subjectivity of terms is an issue when grocery shopping (Food 

Marketing Institute, 2019b).  

According to the Food Marketing Institute (2019b), 82% of grocery shoppers 

actively search for food products with at least one FOP labeling claim. People who have 

more time to grocery shop and who are concerned about nutrition and health are more 

likely to use nutrition labels as well as consumers on “a special diet, organic buyers, and 

those aware of the diet-disease relation” (Drichoutis et al., 2006, Executive Summary). 

No consensus has been found between label use and a consumer’s age, income, or 

working status (Drichoutis, Nayga, & Lazaridis, 2006). 

With a supermarket flooded with a multitude of food options, consumers spend a 

great amount of time making food purchasing decisions. The average number of weekly 

grocery store trips is 1.6 times with an average of $113.50 spent on groceries each week 

(Food Marketing Institute, 2019b). Gallup (2019) found a slightly higher monetary 

investment with families spending $154 on food each week in 2017. As food 

manufacturers seek to understand characteristics of their consumers, current trends in the 

food industry, such as gluten-free or all-natural, must be taken into account when trying 

to reach an audience. 

Gluten-Free Movement 

Gluten is a complex mixture of proteins found in wheat, barley, and rye, which 

are rich in proline and glutamine (Biesiekierski, 2017; Colgrave, Byrne, & Howitt, 2017). 

Gluten can also be found in triticale (a cross between wheat and rye), malt, and wheat 
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starch (Celiac Disease Foundation, 2019a) as well as in food products containing an 

added derivative of these cereal grains during food manufacturing (Biesiekierski, 2017). 

Gluten serves as a binding agent for food products as well as provides structure and the 

strong “glue-like” viscoelasticity found in dough, noodles, and pasta (Biesiekierski, 2017; 

Colgrave et al., 2017). According to the Celiac Disease Foundation (2019a), gluten is 

often found in pasta, breads, pastries, crackers, baked goods such as cookies and pie 

crusts, cereal, granola, pancakes, waffles, croutons, sauces, tortillas, beer, and brewer’s 

yeast. Many processed food products may also contain gluten including granola bars, 

French fries, potato chips, processed lunch meats, candy bars, soup, salad dressings, and 

meat substitutes (Celiac Disease Foundation, 2019a). 

Although a small percentage of U.S. consumers have a diagnosed medical reason 

to follow a gluten-free diet, there has been a surge in the percentage of the population 

voluntarily following this diet (Bulka, Davis, Karagas, Argos, & Ahsan, 2017). Mintel 

and Nielsen market research results found an increase in gluten-free food products carried 

in the marketplace, which cannot be explained as a sole result of an increasing number of 

celiac disease, non-celiac gluten sensitivity (NCGS), or wheat allergy (Hartmann, Hieke, 

Taper, & Siegrist, 2018). According to Dr. Daniel Leffler, assistant professor of medicine 

at Harvard Medical School, “People who are sensitive to gluten may feel better, but a 

larger portion will derive no significant benefit from the practice,” (Strawbridge, 2018, 

para. 2). Dr. Leffler explained people following a gluten-free diet with no medical 

reasoning will waste their money to purchase gluten-free foods, which are often more 

expensive than competitive products containing gluten (Strawbridge, 2018). In 2015, 



Texas Tech University, Jaelyn Peckman, May 2020 

 8 

25% of Americans reported following a gluten-free diet which is a 67% increase since 

2013 (Bulka et al., 2017). 

 Approximately 1-1.5% of the United States population have celiac disease 

(Lionetti & Catassi, 2011; Lis, Stellingwerff, Shing, Ahuja, & Fell, 2015), an 

autoimmune disorder that causes damage to the small intestine and is triggered by the 

consumption of gluten (Catassi & Fasano, 2010; Freeman, Chopra, Clandinin, & 

Thomson, 2011; Green & Cellier, 2007). Consumption of gluten by an individual 

suffering from celiac disease results in a bodily immune response. This immune response 

takes the form of attacking villi, which are small projections that line the wall of the 

small intestine and aid in nutrient absorption (Celiac Disease Foundation, 2019b). 

Adherence to a lifelong gluten-free diet is the only medical treatment for people with 

celiac disease (Leonard & Vasagar, 2014).  

 In addition to celiac disease, some consumers suffer from a wheat allergy that can 

cause gastrointestinal, respiratory, or cutaneous food allergy symptoms (Sampson, 1999). 

A wheat allergy affects between 0.5-0.9% of the worldwide population (Zuidmeer et al., 

2008); however, only 0.4% of United States adults suffer from a wheat allergy diagnosed 

by a doctor (Vierk, Koehler, Fein, & Street, 2007). A wheat allergy is one of the top eight 

food allergens that must be clearly labeled on a food package to be in accordance with the 

USDA FDA Food Allergen Labeling and Consumer Protection Act of 2004 (Food 

Allergen Labeling and Consumer Protection Act of 2004, 2018). The treatment for a 

wheat allergy is avoiding food products containing wheat (Leonard & Vasagar, 2014). 

 While not heavily documented, it is estimated 6% of the United States population 

is affected by non-celiac gluten sensitivity (NCGS) (Igbinedion et al., 2017). NCGS is the 
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presence of “morphological, functional, and immunological disorders that respond to 

gluten exclusion, without the features that define CD” (Troncone & Jabri, 2011, p. 582). 

The only treatment for NCGS is adhering to a gluten-free diet (Leonard & Vasagar, 

2014).  

Gluten-Free Foods 

In the everchanging cycle of food and diet trends, health conscious consumers are 

leading a growing trend of adopting a gluten-free diet. Although only an approximate 1% 

of the United States population are diagnosed with celiac disease, nearly 63% of 

Americans believe a gluten-free diet could improve mental and physical health and up to 

a third of Americans are limiting intake of foods containing gluten with the hope to 

improve health or prevent disease (Lebwohl, Sanders, & Green, 2018; Shmerling, 2017). 

The number of people adhering to a gluten-free diet tripled between 2009 and 2014 

without a rise in diagnosed gluten intolerance (Kim et al., 2016). With the attempt to 

“lose weight, boost energy, treat autism, or generally feel healthier” consumers are 

adopting a gluten-free diet (Strawbridge, 2018, para. 2).  

Research by Mintel (2015) found foods with any type of “free-from” claim are 

perceived as healthier and less processed food options. When asked to describe the reason 

for adopting a gluten-free diet, 37% of Mintel (2015) survey respondents reported 

adopting a gluten-free diet to promote overall health and 16% of respondents believed 

gluten is “bad.” Furthermore, Mintel (2015) found 25% of consumers consume gluten-

free foods, indicating a 67% surge of gluten-free product consumption from 2013. Topper 

(2015) found 77% of people who claimed to be adhering to a gluten-free diet did not have 

celiac disease. These statistics show evidence the push for an increased number of gluten-



Texas Tech University, Jaelyn Peckman, May 2020 

 10 

free products may be the result of consumers following a gluten-free diet for reasons 

outside of medical. A Gallup Nutrition and Food survey (2019) found 21% of consumers 

include gluten-free foods in their diet, which has remained constant since 2015. 

As gluten-free foods continue to rise in popularity, a shift can be seen in such 

foods from an allergy alternative to a premium product. A dramatic 136% growth of 

gluten-free food sales was witnessed between 2013 and 2015, with an estimated $11.6 

billion worth of gluten-free food sales in 2015 (Mintel, 2015). The value of gluten-free 

food products increased even higher to $15.5 billion in 2016 (Niland & Cash, 2018). 

Current promotional efforts and advertisements found in grocery stores and restaurants 

could be affecting the general public’s view and understanding of gluten-free options. In 

2015, “Gluten-Free” became the top nutritional ingredient claim and menu item claim on 

restaurant menus (Mintel, 2015). Some restaurants include an up-charge for gluten-free 

menu items, such as upgrading to a gluten-free bun for $1.00 at 54th Street Grill, a 

restaurant located in large Missouri and Texas cities (54th Street, 2020). Results from 

Mintel (2015) found Americans are willing to pay a premium price for gluten-free food 

options whether or not a diagnosed gluten-intolerance has been identified. 

Grocery stores are expanding their selections of gluten-free products, which are 

often highlighted in health and wellness sections of the store. Aldi has begun to promote 

an increase of product lines for organic and gluten-free foods; thus, associating gluten-

free foods as the same perceived health awareness level as organic (Bingle & Gernot, 

2018). Aldi features gluten-free food products on the “Quality Brands” page of the Aldi 

website, potentially creating a correlation between “quality” and “gluten-free” (ALDI, 

2019). 
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Dierbergs Markets, a Missouri grocery store chain, places a green “Gluten Free” 

tag in front of every food product that does not contain gluten. Other shelf tags in this 

store include “organic” and “vegan,” implying the “gluten-free” label has similar health 

or emotional appeals as these claims. Dierbergs Markets also promotes gluten-free 

through the “Eat. Live. Well.” program which is a program that invites consumers to 

attend cooking classes and grocery store tours to help customers become healthier 

individuals (Farano, 2019). In 2018, Dierbergs Markets shared a Facebook status stating 

“There’s no shortage of gluten-free products at Dierbergs! We’re committed to bringing 

you all the brands you need at any stage of your wellness journey” (Dierbergs Markets, 

2018). 

Other grocery stores have recognized the market potential of gluten-free foods 

and have also created marketing strategies to entice gluten-free consumers to their store. 

Midwestern grocery store chain Hy-Vee offers a gluten-free product section where 

consumers may view gluten-free as a premium or niche product line earning endcap 

shelving (Hy-Vee, 2019). Clovers Natural Markets (2019), a grocery store with two 

locations in Missouri, offers a “comprehensive selection of natural products: organic and 

pesticide-free produce, gourmet and specialty products, gluten-free, sugar-free, low 

sodium” (para. 1) implying gluten-free has similar characteristics as these other claims. 

Regardless of their size or reach, the grocery retail sector has acknowledged and 

committed to the revenue-rich food trend of gluten-free. 

Need for the Study 

 With more than 20,000 new food products entering the food market each year, 

consumers come in to contact with a variety of food label claims (USDA Economic 
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Research Service, 2019). Over the past decade, the “Gluten-Free” label claim has risen in 

popularity and has found its home on many food packages. Although a “Gluten-Free” 

label is a quick allergy reference for individuals suffering from celiac disease or a wheat 

allergy, the thought of how this label affects the rest of the population must be 

considered. According to Yeh, Gómez, and Kaiser (2019), little is known about possible 

stigmatization effects as a result of absence-claim labels. McFadden and Malone (2018) 

found absence-claims, specifically “non-GMO”, can nudge consumers during the 

decision-making process. Labeling claims placed on food packaging catch consumers’ 

attention and provide information to aid the consumer during the decision-making 

process (Ares et al., 2013; Schuldt, 2013; Talati et al., 2017; Verbeke & Ward, 2006). 

 In a global and national climate that values education, we are witnessing a gap in 

opportunities to properly educate the public about food. With the growing presence of 

gluten-free food products on restaurant menus and grocery store shelves, a need exists for 

the general public to become educated on food labeling claims such as “Gluten-Free” and 

“Contains Gluten” so they do not fall susceptible to purchasing decisions based on 

inaccurate assumptions. Therefore, this study was necessary to determine the degree to 

which consumers are making purchasing decisions based on proper education or 

misconceptions surrounding “Gluten-Free” foods.  

Researching how the “Gluten-Free” food label claim impacts consumers during 

the decision-making process can provide an insight into the role the “Gluten-Free” label 

claim has in food marketing. Consumers may be paying premium prices for products 

marketed as “Gluten-Free” based on misperceptions regarding whether a product contains 

gluten or its perceived impact on their health. In addition, consumers may be overlooking 
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competitor products that could fulfill their needs, possibly at a lower price, simply 

because products lack a “Gluten-Free” front-of-package claim. 

 A relatively small amount of agricultural communications research has been 

conducted regarding how front-of-package (FOP) food labeling claims impact purchasing 

decisions of food products (Cantrell, Li, Meyers, & Akers, 2020). Most research 

surrounding this topic has focused on the impact of generic FOP claims on perceptions of 

healthiness and purchasing decisions (Centurión, Machín, & Ares, 2019; Hartmann et al., 

2018; Kees et al., 2014; Skubisz, 2017), FOP claims related to fat and sugar content 

(Bialkova et al., 2014; Schuldt, 2013), and USDA Organic FOP claims (Oakes & 

Slotterback, 2001; Pagliarini, Laureati, & Gaeta, 2013; Schuldt & Hannahan, 2013; 

Sörqvist et al. 2015). Data regarding how the “Gluten-Free” label affects consumers’ 

understanding of gluten and purchasing decisions of food products is limited. This study 

gained an understanding of how the “Gluten-Free” label impacts consumers’ perceptions 

of food products with or without a gluten-free label claim. Furthermore, this study 

provided insight into why consumers choose to purchase gluten-free products when they 

have no documented gluten intolerance or disease. Data collected from this study adds to 

the body of knowledge for agricultural communications research regarding how food 

labeling influences consumers’ perceptions and purchasing behavior. 

Purpose and Research Objectives 

The purpose of this study was to explore the lived experiences of parents while 

grocery shopping. This study explored what it is like to be a parent making purchasing 

decisions for a family while subjected to various food label information on food products. 

This study investigated the phenomenon of how parents perceive and utilize the “Gluten-
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Free” FOP labeling claim during the decision-making process. The following research 

objectives were used to guide the study: 

RO1: Explore how consumers use the “Gluten-Free” FOP during the decision-

making process. 

RO2: Examine consumers’ perceptions of the “Gluten-Free” FOP claim on naturally 

gluten-free foods. 

RO3: Describe consumer perceptions of the gluten-free diet. 

Conceptual Framework Overview 

The conceptual framework used to guide this study is the Heuristic Systematic 

Processing Model (HSM), a communication model that describes how people receive and 

process persuasive messages (Chaiken & Trope, 1999). Specifically, this study is rooted 

in the heuristic processing component of this model where people invest minimal 

cognitive effort to process persuasive messages and rely on accessible context to form an 

opinion and make a quicker decision (Chaiken & Trope, 1999). Heuristics are often 

described as mental shortcuts used to form opinions (Andrews, Burton, & Kees, 2011; 

Metzger, Flanagin, & Medders, 2010). This study continues to build upon previous 

research that found consumers apply heuristic strategies when making food purchasing 

decisions (Graham et al., 2015). 

This study also utilized the Health Halo Effect as a conceptual framework. A 

health halo describes the formation of a cognitive bias (Roe et al., 1999) that causes 

consumers to overgeneralize the presence of absence of specific food attributes to impact 

the perception of the overall healthiness of the food (Andrews, Netemeyer, & Burton, 

1998). The Health Halo Effect has been a framework for studying past food research 
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topics (Andrews et al., 1998; Lee, Shimizu, Kniffin, & Wansink, 2013; Neeley & 

Petricone, 2006; Roe et al., 1999). 

Basic Assumptions 

 Qualitative research assumes reality is constantly evolving and can only be 

learned through gaining insight of people’s interpretations of reality, although multiple 

versions of a reality may exist (Rubin & Rubin, 2011). Phenomenological research 

assumes all chosen participants experience the same phenomenon (Creswell & Poth, 

2018). It is also assumes the researcher provided a fresh perspective for the phenomenon 

being studied through the use of bracketing, where a qualitative phenomenological 

researcher makes an effort to set aside preconceived assumptions or experiences 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018). The study makes the basic assumption that participants were 

honest and purposeful when answering interview questions and that the participants fully 

comprehended the questions being asked. Also, it is assumed the interview questions 

were designed to allow participants to provide complete and honest answers about the 

topic. Specific to the interview collection method, it was assumed participants answered 

interview questions from a personal frame of reference, which may be different for each 

person. 

Limitations 

 This study is limited in drawing conclusions from a small number of participants 

and the results are not generalizable; however, the results are transferable to similar 

situations. The study was limited to individuals willing to participate in a synchronous 

interview using an online video conferencing platform. An additional limitation of the 

study was the use of photos of different brands of food products during product 
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comparison. The researcher was unable to find the same brand of food products with one 

product containing a “Gluten-Free” labeling claim and another product not containing 

this claim. For example, the researcher could not find a “Gluten-Free” labeling claim and 

no such claim on two different bags of Rold Gold brand pretzels. As a result, many 

participants chose products based on brand loyalty. A final limitation was the Qualtrics 

pre-screening survey link becoming subjected to an automated survey bot. This generated 

fictitious responses; however, the fictitious responses were identified and removed. 
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Overview 

 The topic of food labeling serves as a crossroads to connect various research areas 

including agricultural communications, nutrition, and marketing. This review of the 

literature provides a comprehensive foundation regarding basic concepts of food labeling 

and previous research relating how consumers use food labels during the food decision-

making process. The Heuristic-Systematic Processing Model (HSM) serves as the 

conceptual framework of this study and allows opinion formation to be applied in the 

context of a “Gluten-Free” FOP labeling claim. By combining the HSM with the concept 

of a Health Halo Effect, this study is designed to gain insight of how parents who 

voluntarily follow a gluten-free diet perceive and use the “Gluten-Free” FOP during the 

decision-making process. 

Food Labeling 

History of Food Labeling 

In today’s option rich market, the success or failure of a food product can be 

greatly impacted by the information present on its label. Codex Alimentarius 

Commission, the food code established under the United National Food and Agriculture 

Organization (FAO) and the World Health Organization (WHO), states a label is “any 

tag, brand, mark, pictorial or other descriptive matter, written, printed, stenciled, marked, 

embossed or impressed on, or attached to, a container of food” (Codex Alimentarius 

Commission, 2010, p. 1). Also, labeling includes any “written, printed, or graphic matter 

that is present on the label, accompanies the food, or is displayed near the food, including 
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that for the purpose of promoting its sale or disposal,” (Codex Alimentarius Commission, 

2010, p. 1). Beyranevand (2017) defined a label as a “written, printed, or graphic matter 

upon any article or any of its containers or wrappers, or accompanying such article” (p. 

548). This definition includes pamphlets or related materials which could include 

information “intended to induce consumers to purchase the product” (Beyranevand, 2017, 

p. 548). 

The use of food labels on food products was minimal until 1969 when the White 

House Conference on Food, Nutrition, and Health recommended the Food and Drug 

Administration (FDA) develop a system to identify food nutritional qualities (Wartella, 

Lichtenstein, & Boon, 2010). In 1972, the FDA proposed a regulation to include nutrition 

information on food packages; however, inclusion of food nutrition information and its 

format was voluntary and was not mandated or required (Drichoutis, Nayga, & Lazaridis, 

2006; Wartella et al., 2010). In 1987, the FDA proposed a rule change to meet 

consumers’ growing demand of wanting more information on food labels (Wartella et al., 

2010). With the goal of permitting health claims on food labels, the FDA defined health 

claims and set criteria that must be met before a specific claim could appear on a food 

label (Wartella et al., 2010).  

Although some packaged food items included nutrition information at this time, it 

was not until 1990 when the FDA published proposed rules to change nutrition 

information from voluntary to mandatory on almost all packaged foods (Haidar, Felicia, 

Nalini, Natalie, & Hoelscher, 2017; Wartella et al., 2010). The Nutrition Labeling and 

Education Act (NLEA) and Nutritional Facts panel was created to “provide useful 

nutrition information to help consumers make better dietary choices” (Wartella et al., 
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2010, Chapter 5). The NLEA was passed in November 1990 (Drichoutis, Nayga, & 

Lazaridis, 2006; Wartella et al., 2010), giving the FDA authority to require nutrition 

labeling and specified nutrients on a food nutrition label of most food products. The 

scope of the NLEA only pertained to foods regulated by FDA and excluded meat and 

poultry products, which are regulated by the Food Safety Inspection Service (FSIS), an 

agency of the USDA (United States Department of Agriculture) (Wartella et al., 2010). In 

January 1993, final regulations mandating a Nutrition Facts panel on most foods was 

published for products under FDA and FSIS oversight (Haidar, et al., 2017; Wartella et 

al., 2010). The NLEA went into effect in 1994, requiring nutritional content to be listed 

on a standardized label (Drichoutis, Nayga, & Lazaridis, 2006). 

In 2018, Margaret Hamburg M.D., former Commissioner of U.S. Food and Drug 

Administration, shared the FDA would be proposing guidance for the food industry 

regarding FOP nutrition labeling. In the same year, Dr. Hamburg sent warning letters to 

17 food manufacturers stating food products violated the Federal Food, Drug, and 

Cosmetic Act due to the FDA receiving a large number of complaints that food labels 

mislead consumers (U.S. Food and Drug Administration, 2018b). Dr. Hamburg 

encouraged food companies to consistently review food product labeling information and 

shared the critical importance of accurate labeling on food products (U.S. Food and Drug 

Administration, 2018a). 

 Updates surrounding regulations for food labeling are constantly being 

scrutinized, especially those regarding the Nutrition Facts panel and FOP claims. With 

every approval or non-approval of a food labeling guideline, the FDA and FSIS must be 

prepared to defend the reasoning behind decisions made regarding food label regulations. 
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The FDA’s disapproval of some labeling claims has generated questions concerning First 

Amendment limits and what can be expressed via food labels (Beyranevand, 2017). 

Industry groups disagree whether the FDA can, or should, restrict “claims unable to be 

supported by significant scientific agreement due to the inherent subjectivity of the 

claim” (Beyranevand, 2017, p. 543). 

 Americans’ changes in food consumption has forced the FDA to revisit the 

nutrition information on food labels in recent years. The FDA introduced new changes to 

the Nutrition Facts panel in 2016 to reflect the link between the diet of Americans, often 

containing larger than recommended serving sizes, and chronic diseases such as obesity 

and heart disease (U.S. Food and Drug Administration, n.d.). The changes include adding 

“added sugars” with the Percent Daily Value and changing the serving size to reflect the 

serving size people actually eat rather than the serving size people should consume 

(Haidar et al., 2017; U.S. Food and Drug Administration, n.d.). Furthermore, the font size 

for “calories”, “servings per containers”, and “serving size” will be larger, as well as 

bolding the number of calories and “serving size” (U.S. Food and Drug Administration, 

n.d.). The FDA will also mandate the inclusion of Vitamin D and potassium, while no 

longer requiring the values for Vitamins A and C (U.S. Food and Drug Administration, 

n.d.). “Calories from Fat” will be removed due to current research showing the type of fat 

is more important nutritionally than the amount of fat (U.S. Food and Drug 

Administration, n.d.). 

The first documented FOP claim was the American Heart Association’s (AHA) 

Heart Guide symbol, today known as the “Heart Check,” created in 1987 to indicate a 

“heart friendly” food (Wartella et al., 2010). Although initial FOP labeling claim 
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programs were created and supported by health organizations, manufacturers joined the 

trend and began including FOP claims. In 2004, PepsiCo led the way with the creation of 

the SmartSpot FOP, closely followed by Kraft Foods’ development of the Sensible 

Solution FOP in 2005 (Wartella et al., 2010). ConAgra began using several food rating 

systems including Start Making Choices, Giant’s Healthy Ideas, and the Keystone 

Roundtable Smart Choices to promote a culture of healthy living in select product lines 

(Wartella et al., 2010). Currently, the list of entities promoting FOP labeling claims 

include health organizations, manufacturers, retailers, nonprofit organizations, and 

academic groups. 

Basic Concepts of Food Labeling 

The FDA is a regulatory organization agency that functions to ensure foods are 

safe and food labels are not misleading (Beyranevand, 2017; Mariotti, Kalonji, Huneau, 

& Margaritis, 2010). In 1938, the Federal Food, Drug, and Cosmetic Act (FFDCA) set 

the foundation (USDA FSIS, 2018) to prevent consumer deception from misleading 

statements on food packages (Beyranevand, 2017). Furthermore, this act provided the 

U.S. FDA authority to manage consumer-protection work and issue food safety standards 

(U.S. Food and Drug Administration, 2013). As part of the Department of Health and 

Human Services (USDA FSIS, 2018), the FDA monitors food labeling claims through 

informal market surveys and complaints from the public (U.S. Food and Drug 

Administration, 2018b). Although the FDA oversees food labels on a large majority of 

food products, the FSIS which is an agency within the USDA, provides “labeling 

guidance, policies and inspection methods and administers programs to protect 

consumers from misbranded and economically adulterated meat, poultry, and egg 
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products which ensure that all labels are truthful and not misleading,” (USDA FSIS, 

2016, para. 1). More specifically, a subunit within FSIS known as the Labeling and 

Program Delivery Staff (LPDS) has the responsibility of evaluating processor submitted 

labels for approval (Raison, 2018). 

The creation of food labels is not only meant to protect consumers and industry 

from fraudulent and deceptive packaging, but also provide accurate information about 

health and safety (Einsiedel, 2000). Labels can be used for positive claims, such as 

promoting the health of a food product, or negative claims, such as warning signals for 

possible allergens (Einsiedel, 2000). The principal display panel (PDP) is often referred 

to as front-of-package (FOP) labeling (U.S. Food and Drug Administration, 2018b). 

According to the FDA, the PDP is the part of a food product package the consumer sees 

when a product sits on a retail shelf (FDA, n.d.). The FDA explains the purpose of the 

PDP as giving consumers the basic information about a food product needed to make an 

informed decision whether or not to purchase a food product (FDA, n.d.). The Institute of 

Medicine of the National Academies created a committee focused on the Examination of 

Front-of-Package Nutrition Rating Systems and Symbols, which identified 10 potential 

purposes of FOP (National Academy of Sciences, 2010, General Purposes section): 

1. Provide prominent calorie content information. 

2. Provide prominent serving size information. 

3. Provide targeted nutrition information. 

4. Indicate whether a product is high or low in specific nutrients. 

5. Summarize overall nutritional value of a product. 

6. Facilitate comparisons of nutritional value within food categories. 
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7. Facilitate comparisons of nutritional value across food categories. 

8. Provide information about contribution of recommended food groups. 

9. Provide guidance on products appropriate for marketing to children. 

10. Encourage product reformulation. 

Many FOP labeling claims are designed by manufacturers and retailers, which 

recognize FOP labeling claims as valuable real estate to add more information on a food 

package with hopes to increase revenue (Drichoutis, Nayga, & Lazaridis, 2006). FOP 

labeling claims can include information about elements absent from food (e.g. “no 

preservatives”, “gluten-free”), elements present in the food (e.g. “made with whole 

grains”, “high calcium”), imply food has been enhanced (e.g., “high calcium”, “high in 

vitamins”), or that food has been left untouched (e.g. “organic”, “fresh”) (André, 

Chandon, & Haws, 2019).  

Food Labeling as a Marketing Effort 

As demand for “high quality, health, and social responsibility” increases amongst 

consumers, the use of product-attribute claims on food labels are an important marketing 

tool (McCluskey & Loureiro, 2003, p. 101). To guide consumers during the decision-

making process, manufacturers and health organizations include labeling claims on food 

product packages (Skubisz, 2017). Evidence shows consumers rely on FOP labeling 

claims to make decisions and impact their food purchases (Skubisz, 2017), although there 

is little research to describe how consumers make sense of the plethora of FOP labeling 

claims in the marketplace (André et al., 2019). According to the U.S. Food and Drug 

Administration (2018b), companies often use FOP labeling claims to catch the attention 

of a hurried grocery shopper. However, when looking for a complete and accurate 
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nutritional profile of a food product, these FOP claims do not typically depict an overall 

health and nutrition message. Through the use of FOP labels, manufacturers can signal 

quality, or the inclusion of specific attributes consumers may seek; thus, creating an 

added premium to their product through the use of FOP labeling claims (McCluskey & 

Loureiro, 2003). Through the utilization of FOP label claims, manufacturers encourage 

consumers to purchase their products (FDA, 2018). Retail stores see value in FOP claims 

to aid consumers in making purchasing decisions among similar products and to attract 

consumers to shop in their grocery store (FDA, 2018). Schaefer et al. (2016) discussed 

that FOP nutrition and health claims should “help consumers make judgments about the 

nutrition quality of a product” (p. H223). 

Nutrition labels and symbols provide a quick glance of food product information 

and are designed to guide consumers during the decision-making process (Hartmann et 

al., 2018). While consumers appreciate and use FOP label claims as a “time-saver”, 

consumers find the plethora of FOP claims confusing (FDA, 2018). Consumers do not 

always accurately interpret product labels, and labeling claims may increase consumers’ 

risk perception of products (Siegrist & Keller, 2011).  

FOP labeling claims may make nutritional information more salient for 

consumers to process (Wartella et al., 2010); however, FOP labeling claims can mislead 

consumers into overrating a view of a food’s healthiness and also decrease the likelihood 

consumers will use the Nutrition Facts information panel (FDA, 2018). In recent years, 

concern has risen regarding the potential lack of objective measures of nutrition quality 

found from FOP labeling claims (Schaefer et al., 2016). 
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Bialkova et al. (2014) studied the impact of FOP food labeling claims on 

consumer choice of food products. In this study, 240 German consumers were shown the 

FOP of a potato chip and cereal package, then participated in a taste test. Half of the chip 

packages contained a “30% less fat” claim and half of the cereal packages contained a 

“30% less sugar” claim. Furthermore, a third of the packages contained a “100% 

Healthful Pleasure” claim, a third contained a “100% Tasty Pleasure” claim, and a third 

contained no such claim. Participants were randomly assigned to view one of the six FOP 

and the impact on purchasing intention was measured. Results found health conscious 

consumers had increased sensitivity and response to the FOP claims. Bialokova et al. 

(2014) recommended as a need to establish ethical food labeling standards to prevent the 

use of misleading labeling claims on FOP food products. 

 Many nutrition claims appear on the front of food packages to catch consumers’ 

attention as mandated nutrition information (i.e. Nutrition Information Panel) on the back 

or side of food packages is less visually appealing to consumers (Menger-Ogle & 

Graham, 2018). The use of FOP labeling claims in accurate marketing makes two 

assumptions. First, food manufacturers must provide accurate and complete information 

via FOP labeling claims (Schaefer et al., 2016). Since FOP labeling claims are not 

mandated, food manufacturers can be selective regarding the content and format of the 

FOP claim (Feunekes, Gortemaker, Willems, Lion, & Van Den Kommer, 2008; Watson, 

et al., 2014). Second, consumers must be able to accurately interpret the FOP labeling 

claim (Gerrior, 2010). This is where consumer confusion manifests as Schaefer et al. 

(2016) found FOP labeling claims are not a good indicator to determine if a food is 

considered “healthy.”  
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Evaluating Food Labels 

 Research provides evidence consumers do not accurately interpret all food labels 

as intended, which can create confusion and misinterpretation as a result of a misleading 

label (Beyranevand, 2017). Misleading claims may be the result of an untruth or 

misrepresentation presented on a food package, or a consumer may omit parts of the label 

needed for proper interpretation (Beyranevand, 2017). Nutrition experts are concerned 

the multitude of nutrition-related claims found on food packaging can be misleading, are 

confusing to consumers, and make it challenging for consumers to accurately evaluate 

overall nutritional quality of food products (Drewnowski, Moskowitz, Reisner, & 

Krieger, 2010; Nestle & Ludwig, 2010; U.S. Government Accountability Office, 2011; 

Wansink, 2005). When looking at grocery store shelves and the surplus of eye-catchingly 

labeled products, it is easy to see how a consumer could be overwhelmed. More than 

80% of breakfast cereals include at least one FOP labeling claim, with an average of 4.8 

labeling claims per food product (Schaefer et al., 2016). Fenko, Kersten, and Bialkova 

(2016) concluded an overabundance of FOP labeling claims can lead to consumer 

skepticism of food products. The vast amount of nutrition and health information cannot 

be fully and accurately understood by a “typical shopper or consumer” (Schaefer et al., 

2016, p. H233). It has become difficult to find packaged food products that do not claim 

to be “healthy for one reason or another” (André et al., 2019, p. 172). According to André 

et al. (2019), “84% of bottled waters display sodium-related claims; 82% of snacks, 

granola bars, and trail mixes make fat-related claims; and 76% of hot cereals make fiber-

related claims” (p. 172). While manufacturers vie for consumer attention, the consumers 
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are left to sort through the chaos on their own and try to determine which claims are 

credible. 

Consumers often interpret nutrition claims through heuristic processing, rather 

than investing the inductive and judgment thought processes food label claims require 

(Kardes, Posavac, & Cronley, 2004). Claims found on food products are subjective, to the 

extent that courts have asked if an “ordinary purchaser” would be misled by the food 

labeling claims found on certain products (Beyranevand, 2017). Nonetheless, the 

subjective nature of this question poses a difficulty for arriving at an objective decision. 

The addition of more information on a label may not always be meaningful or valuable to 

consumers. Sexton (1979) explained the addition of information on a food label does not 

correlate to better purchasing decisions, and conversely could result in consumers making 

worse decisions. Consumers could inaccurately perceive front-of-pack labeling claims as 

researchers have found consumers perceive organic, natural, or local front-of-package 

claims as nutrient content claims (Colby, Johnson, Scheett, & Hoverson, 2010; 

Schleenbecker & Hamm, 2013). Consumers view FOPs as a comprehensive, balanced 

summary of a food’s healthiness (Van Kleef & Dagevos, 2015). Labeling claims have 

become a substitute for knowledge when people do not have the necessary information to 

make informed decisions about food products (Tversky & Kahneman, 1974).  

When the Nutrition Labeling and Education Act (NLEA) was in discussion, 

conversation rose regarding the need to eliminate “hollow” health claims, which are 

attribute claims on a food product that is inherent to the product category (Burke, 

Milberg, & Moe, 1997). Drichoutis, Nayga, and Lazaridis (2006) provided an example of 

a “hollow” claim as if a brand of plant oil labeled their product with a “no cholesterol” 



Texas Tech University, Jaelyn Peckman, May 2020 

 28 

FOP claim, even though no plant oils contain cholesterol. Another example of a hollow 

health claim is the inclusion of a “no added hormones” claim on poultry and pork 

products, as all United States poultry and pork products are free of added hormones based 

on USDA regulations (USDA FSIS, 2015). 

Food labeling claims differ from mandated nutrition information. Rather than 

providing consumers with a clear and complete nutrient profile, food labeling claims 

place emphasis on features of nutrition that may appeal to consumers (Ford, Hastak, 

Mitra, & Ringold, 1996). Andrews et al. (1998) found consumers overgeneralize specific 

and general nutrient content claims to include information about nonfeatured nutrients 

when used in advertising. Specifically, these researchers found consumers believe a “no 

cholesterol” claim on a food product means the food has no fat. Schuldt (2013) found the 

“organic” and “low-fat” labeling claims lead consumers to believe the food was low in 

calories. In a study researching labeling claims on ground beef, consumers found a “75% 

Lean” claim was more favorable than a “25% Fat” claim (Levin & Gaeth, 1988). In 

addition to overgeneralizations of nutrition-based claims, Lee et al. (2013) found 

consumers view food products with an “organic” labeling claim as more healthful and 

nutritional. Prada, Garrido, and Rodrigues (2017) found consumers also inaccurately 

perceive the “organic” labeling claim on food products. Thus, food products with FOP 

labels help to promote thoughts regarding the health and nutrition of a product, compared 

to similar products that do not have FOP label claims (Kees, Royne, & Cho, 2014).  

A potential benefit of FOP labeling claims is for consumers to differentiate 

healthier foods apart from less healthier options as well as increase nutrition awareness 

(Colby et al., 2010; Ippolito & Mathios, 1991). Wansink, Sonka, and Hasler (2004) found 



Texas Tech University, Jaelyn Peckman, May 2020 

 29 

the presence of short health claims on the front-label generated positive thoughts and 

helped communicate beneficial attributes of a food product. Furthermore, shorter FOP 

claims are found to be more influential on a front-label than longer claims (Wansink et 

al., 2004). However, current U.S. labeling practices allow for potential obstacles, such as 

complex terms (i.e. casein, whey, ovalbumin), to appear on labels (Joshi, Mofidi, & 

Sicherer, 2002). These obstacles become pitfalls for consumers when trying to make food 

product purchasing decisions. 

Potential Impacts of Food Labeling on Consumer Decisions 

Research shows consumers’ perceptions and behavior are influenced when food 

product packages highlight specific product attributes (Belei et al., 2012). Hamlin and 

McNeill (2016) and Hamlin, McNeill, and Moore (2015) found health claims and FOP 

labeling claims can bias the perceptions consumers formulate regarding food products. A 

positivity bias occurs when consumers view food products more positively due to FOP 

labeling claims compared to similar food products that lack the presence of FOP labeling 

claims (Roe, Levy, & Derby, 1999). Consumers may overgeneralize product benefits 

when reading nutrient content claims found on food product packages, such as perceiving 

products with nutrition and health-related claims as overall more nutritional and healthier 

(Harris et al., 2011). Research shows the inclusion of words on food labels can bias 

consumers’ perception of healthiness. Sütterlin and Siegrist (2015) found participants 

believed packages with a “fruit sugar” front-of-pack claim were healthier than “sugar” 

claim. Schuldt (2013) found FOP label claims have an impact on consumer perception of 

food healthiness when participants evaluated a chocolate bar with its calories labeled in 
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green rather than red on the front-of-pack was viewed as healthier, even with the same 

caloric information. 

The food label serves as the sole source of information for many consumers 

(Beyranevand, 2017). When nutrition information is located on the front of food 

packages, consumers are less likely to pay attention to the Nutrition Panel located on the 

back or side of a food package (Grunert & Wills, 2007). When related to health, FOP 

claims yield the ability to produce positive responses on behalf of consumers (Drichoutis 

et al., 2006). To influence consumer purchasing decisions and perceptions of the 

healthiness of food products, the food industry uses a multitude of nonverbal cues 

including colors, shapes, images, and symbols on food packaging (Galbraith-Emani & 

Lobstein, 2013; Nancarrow, Wright, & Brace, 1998; Skaczkowski, Durkin, Kashima, & 

Wakefield, 2016; Skubisz, 2017). Research has found placing warning labels on food 

packages instead of other types of FOP nutrition labels captures consumers’ attention and 

modifies consumers’ perception of healthfulness (Ares et al., 2018; Arrúa et al., 2017a; 

Arrúa et al., 2017b; Khandpur et al., 2018). 

Centurión et al. (2019) used eye tracking software to investigate consumers’ 

healthiness perception of cereal bars. Participants were randomized to view cereal bar 

packages with images of fruit (with versus without), fiber content nutritional claim (with 

versus without), and nutritional warnings about sugar and saturated fat content (with 

versus without). Results of the study found 90% of participants fixated their gaze on 

nutritional warnings regarding fat and sugar to judge healthfulness of the food products. 

Further results found the inclusion of nutritional warnings were correlated with less 

healthy food product perceptions (Centurión et al., 2019). 
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Consumers’ inaccurate perceptions and lack of proper cognitive understanding 

can lead them to become susceptible to purchasing food products based misinformed 

perspectives of food label information. Products with “free-from” claims have been found 

to be viewed as healthier than conventional food products, even when the product is 

“free-from” fictitious ingredients (Priven, Baum, Vieira, Fung, & Herbold, 2015).  

Hartmann et al. (2018) investigated the impact of “free-from” labeling claims on 

consumers’ perception of food products. The researchers administered a survey to 1,950 

participants located in the United Kingdom, Sweden, Poland, and France to measure 

participants’ emotional affect, perceived healthiness, intention to pay a premium price, 

general health interest, information-seeking behavior, nutrition knowledge, social trust, 

and preference for food naturalness. Consumers viewed four different “free-from” claims 

(i.e. “lactose-free”, “gluten-free”, “GMO-free”, and “palm oil-free”) with each claim 

included on three different food products. Results found the majority of consumers rated 

products containing a “free-from” claim as healthier compared to the unlabeled products. 

Also, participants were found to believe that food products containing gluten, lactose, and 

palm oil are unnatural, and removing these components can create a more natural 

product. Hartmann et al. (2018) described “free-from” claims as requiring less cognitive 

effort compared to nutrition panels because these claims do not require consumers to be 

familiar with the name of a specific ingredient. Hartmann et al. (2018) discussed how 

consumers might inaccurately interpret food products containing “free-from” claims, 

believing these claims may serve as an indicator of a healthier food product. 

Due to the rapid rise of labeling claims present in the retail marketplace, Priven et 

al. (2015) decided more research was needed to understand how “free-from” claims, 
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especially “gluten-free” claims, influence consumer perceptions of healthfulness. Priven 

et al. (2015) administered a survey to 256 adults designed to determine whether 

participants’ perception of food healthfulness can be influenced by “free-from” claims on 

food products. Results indicated consumers perceive products containing a “free-from” 

labeling claim to be healthier than those with no “free-from” claim (Priven et al., 2015). 

Willingness to Purchase Based on Food Labels 

Research has found food labeling claims impact consumers’ willingness to 

purchase food products. During the first few years of FOP claims, Schucker, Levy, 

Tenney, and Matthews (1992) found products with the presence of FOP labeling claims 

were purchased more often than products without FOP claims. Blend and Van 

Ravenswaay (1999) found consumers were willing to pay a $0.40 per pound premium for 

eco-labeled apples such as “environmentally friendly”, the USDA Organic Label, or 

other eco-labels. Roe et al. (1999) found consumers viewed a product as healthier when it 

possessed a label with a health or content claim and showed increased willingness to 

purchase the product. Loureiro, McCluskey, and Mittelhammer (2001) found the “quality 

of eco-labeled apples perceived by consumers has a positive and significant effect on the 

probability of choosing eco-labeled apples” (p. 414). Roe and Teisl (2006) found 

purchase intent significantly increased for products containing a “No GM” label than 

products declaring to contain GM ingredients. When considering labels claiming to 

include GM ingredients, purchase intent was higher when the claim explained the reason 

of the GM ingredient such as “Certified: Grown with 50% fewer pesticides” and “This 

product is genetically modified to reduce the need for pesticides” (Roe & Teisl, 2006, p. 
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54). It is important to note these studies do not describe scenarios of actual purchases of 

these percentages, but intent and willingness to pay. 

Van Loo, Caputo, Nayga, and Verbeke (2014) discussed consumers’ preferences 

and willingness to pay for specific sustainability claims found on chicken breast products. 

Of the 349 survey respondents, high income consumers were willing to pay 50% more 

for food products with a “free-range” claim than low income consumers (Van Loo et al. 

2014). These results indicate that if consumers can afford to buy food products with 

labels they interpret as healthier and safer, consumers are willing to pay a premium price. 

 The theme of consumers’ willingness to pay more for products with specific 

claims has been explored in many studies. In an Irish study, 44% of participants were 

willing to pay 1-5% extra for organically labeled meat while 29% were willing to pay a 

6-10% premium (O’Donovan & McCarthy, 2002). Krystallis, Arvanitoyannis, and 

Chryssochoidis (2006) found consumers in Greece were willing to pay premium of 85-

130% for organic chicken, 103-125% for organic pork, and more than 115% for organic 

beef. Van Loo, Caputo, Nayga, Mjuellent, and Ricke (2011) found a willingness to pay a 

premium price of 35% for chicken breast with a generic organic food logo and an even 

higher premium of 105% for chicken breast with a “USDA Organic” logo. In another 

study, 74% of European participants preferred organic meat to conventional meat, with 

49% of participants willing to pay a premium price (Nocella, Boecker, Hubbard, & 

Scarpa, 2012). 

Parent Food Purchasing Habits 
 
 Parents serve many important roles in the lives of their children, one of which is 

to serve as the “gatekeepers” of what their children eat (Poskitt & Edmunds, 2008; 
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Whitney & Rolfes, 2008). Parents, in particular mothers, are mainly responsible for food 

purchasing decisions in households; thus, parents have the greatest influence on children 

eating behaviors (Grier, Mensinger, Huang, Kumanyika, & Nicolas, 2007; Loth, 

Fulkerson, & Neumark-Sztainer, 2014; Palfreyman, Haycraft, & Meyer, 2015; Watts, 

Loth, Berge, Larson, & Neumark-Sztainer, 2017;). Parents who have young children are 

more likely to search for nutrition information on a label (Drichoutis, Nayga, & 

Lazaridis, 2006). Yin et al. (2009) found over 28% of parents in a study had “below 

basic” or “basic” health literacy skills and less than 16% were “proficient”. These results 

are alarming when considering that health-related tasks, such as using nutrition labels to 

choose foods, are much more challenging to complete for parents with low health literacy 

(Yin et al., 2009). A lack of health literacy among parents increases potential concerns of 

children is health resulting from unhealthy food choices (Yin et al., 2009). 

 Harris, Thompson, Schwartz, and Brownell (2011) conducted a study to examine 

parents’ understanding of common FOPs found on children cereal packages and the 

impact of the FOPs on willingness to purchase. After viewing the front packages of 

children cereal boxes with common FOP claims, the parents were asked to select 

meanings for each FOP claim and if each claim would increase, decrease, or have no 

impact on willingness to purchase. Results found the majority of parents were 

misinformed about the accurate meaning of immunity, whole grain, fiber, 

calcium/Vitamin D, and organic when placed on food packages. Additional results of this 

study found these misinformed beliefs of common FOP claims led to greater willingness 

to purchase of cereals with FOP claims. The greater willingness to purchase was a result 

of improperly inferred beliefs regarding the health benefits and overall nutritional quality 
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for most of the FOP claims. Discussion of this study found nutrition-related FOP claims 

have the possibility to mislead consumers in two ways: 1) “Consumers inferred that the 

products presented were more nutritious than other cereals, even though the cereals were 

poor nutritional quality” and 2) “They inferred claims had broader meanings than their 

literal interpretation” (Harris et al., 2011, p. 2209). 

Gluten-Free FOP Labeling Claims 
 

The retail marketplace has seen a substantial increase in the amount of food 

products containing “free-from” claims, particularly “gluten-free” claims (Prada, 

Godinho, Rodrigues, Garrido, & Lopes, 2019). Dunn, House, and Shelnutt (2014) 

described food products with “free-from” labeling claims, especially “gluten-free”, as 

increasing rapidly in the retail space and are often viewed as healthier options than 

competing products. Hartmann et al. (2018) also describe the scientific literature 

evaluating the effect of the “gluten-free” labeling claim on consumer perception as 

scarce. The foundational knowledge regarding the potential effect of gluten-free labeling 

claims on consumer perception and purchasing is rather limited, when compared to 

greater depths of peer-reviewed knowledge available for other label claims regarding 

food (Prada et al., 2019). 

In 2013, the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) began to regulate the term 

“gluten-free” on food product packages by mandating products with this claim must 

contain less than 20 parts per million (ppm) of gluten (U.S. Food and Drug 

Administration, 2018c). To market a product as gluten-free, manufacturers have an 

option of four phrases to place on food products in compliance with the FDA: 1) “gluten-

free”, 2) “free of gluten”, 3) “no gluten”, or 4) “without gluten” (U.S. Food and Drug 
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Administration, 2018c). Cantrell (2019) described the labeling regulations of “gluten-

free” as “completely voluntary on part of the manufacturer, and there is no official 

gluten-free label mandated by the FDA” (p. 1). No regulations exist mandating a specific 

type of design or visual imaging used to market a product as “gluten-free” (Cantrell, 

2019). When asked, consumers indicated that labeling naturally gluten-free foods as 

“Gluten-Free” is confusing as documented by 45% of consumers who believe 

manufacturers should not label naturally gluten-free food products with this labeling 

claim (Mintel, 2015). 

Prada et al. (2019) studied the level of knowledge about gluten-free products and 

how the inclusion of a “gluten-free” FOP label impacted participants’ evaluation of food 

products. Specifically, the researchers measured how a “gluten-free” claim on flour, a 

loaf of bread, rice, and rice cracker packages impacted 202 participants’ perceptions of 

food healthfulness, caloric content, expected taste, and amount of processing. Results 

found participants reported a rather low level of knowledge about gluten-free food 

products. Interestingly, the participants perceive products with a “gluten-free” claim as 

“more healthful, less caloric and less processed than the same products without such 

claim” (Prada et al., 2019, p. 286). These findings further expand on research conducted 

by Zysk, Glabska, and Guzek (2018) which indicated gluten-free consumers utilize the 

“Gluten-Free” FOP labeling claim to simplify the decision-making process, especially 

when feeling uncomfortable to properly interpret nutrition facts on a food package. 

Dunn et al. (2014), studied the impact of the “gluten-free” labeling claim on 

consumers’ perceptions of likeability, flavor, texture, and healthfulness. All 97 

participants completed a food taste panel consisting of two cookie products and two chip 
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products. Each type of product was identical, except one package of each product 

contained a “gluten-free” labeling claim. The results of this study found no significant 

differences in consumers’ perceptions of overall likeability, taste, or texture. However, 

32% of participants believed gluten-free products are used for weight loss purposes, 31% 

believed a gluten-free diet improves overall health, and 35% believed a gluten-free diet 

improves digestive health. Also, 37% of participants believed the gluten-free labeled 

foods were healthier than the non-labeled products. Dunn et al. (2014) concluded 

consumers may have an unsubstantiated belief that following a gluten-free diet can 

provide a positive impact on health. 

Reasons to Adopt a Gluten-Free Diet 

 Researchers have found the rising popularity of a gluten-free diet is partly due to 

the belief that a gluten-free diet promotes overall health and can be used as a method to 

manage weight (Christoph, Larson, Hootman, Miller, & Neumark-Sztainer, 2018; 

Gaesser & Angadi, 2012). According to Hartmann et al. (2018), the popularity of gluten-

free food products is most likely driven by lifestyle changes and food trends. Despite 

popular belief, research has found following a gluten-free diet can certainly lead to 

negative health impacts such as becoming overweight and deficient of minerals and 

vitamins (Reilly, 2016). Nonetheless, an increasing number of consumers across the 

United States are adopting a gluten-free diet for a variety of reasons. 

Endorsements from celebrities and other influencers, or “thought leaders”, impact 

people’s dieting habits. Many famous actors, singers, and political figures including Katy 

Perry, Jessica Alba, Ryan Phillippe, Miley Cyrus, Jessica Simpson, Chelsea Clinton, 

Zooey Deschanel, and Emmy Rossum suffer from gluten intolerances, although whether 
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these intolerances are diagnosed from a medical professional or self-diagnosed is 

unknown (Bahou, 2017). Actress Jennifer Esposito started Jennifer’s Way Foundation for 

celiac education, wrote the New York Times Best Seller Jennifer’s Way, and opened a 

gluten-free bakery Jennifer’s Way in New York City (ABC News, n.d.; Esposito, 2015; 

Smith, 2014). Elizabeth Hasselbeck, former co-host of The View suffers from celiac 

disease and wrote The G-Free Diet which is a gluten-free guide including shopping tips, 

recipes, and a restaurant guide (ABC News, n.d.; Piccalo, 2017). Chelsea Clinton’s 

gluten-free wedding cake and vegan menu gained attention from the media (ABC News, 

n.d.; Bahou, 2017). 

Some celebrities choose the gluten-free lifestyle for reasons other than medical. 

Lady Gaga “gave up” gluten to lose weight and increase energy (Bahou, 2017). Gwyneth 

Paltrow chooses to follow a dairy-free and gluten-free diet (Bahou, 2017) and wrote a 

gluten-free cookbook in 2015 (Fennell, 2019). Victoria Beckham, fashion designer and 

former Spice Girl, credits following a gluten-free diet to help stay in shape. Miley Cyrus 

has been quoted saying “It’s not about weight, it’s about health. Gluten is crapppp [sic] 

anyway!” (Bahou, 2017). In an interview with E! News, Kourtney Kardashian explained 

the need to be aware of “what we put in our bodies” and described the importance of 

following a gluten-free and dairy-free diet for herself and her kids (E! News, 2018). A 

Los Angeles celebrity nutritionist and chef, Christine Avanti, was quoted stating, “I don’t 

even have [gluten intolerance], but I want to do gluten-free diet because certain 

celebrities do it and it makes them really thin” (Piccalo, 2017, para. 5). Bravo’s chef 

competition television show featured a gluten-free, vegan, and soy-free entrée episode 

(Piccalo, 2017). Martha Stewart offers gluten-free recipes “for those with gluten 
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intolerance or those just trying out a new lifestyle” (Martha Stewart Living, 2019, 

Gluten-Free Recipes) and Oprah promotes gluten-free snacks on her website (Andriana, 

n.d.). Influencers, such as these celebrities, are sharing the gluten-free message with 

consumers across the country and world; thus, impacting consumers’ decisions each day. 

These influencers may or may not be credible sources; nonetheless, consumers may be 

making food purchasing decisions based on inaccurate information. 

Following a gluten-free diet may also be attributed to current trends in fad dieting. 

A fad diet is any diet that promises outcomes not supported by evidence-based data 

(Navaro et al., 2017). Researchers describe the gluten-free diet as one of the most 

common diet fads in today’s society (Marcason, 2011; Pietzak, 2012; Walker & Abrams, 

2016). Very little information is known about why consumers follow the gluten-free 

lifestyle as a fad diet (Reilly, 2016). Mintel (2015) research has found 47% of Americans 

recognized the gluten-free lifestyle as a fad diet. In the same study, Mintel found that 

35% of Americans indicated they had “no reason” for why they choose to follow a 

gluten-free diet (The Hartman Group, 2015). 

Conceptual Framework 

Heuristic-Systematic Processing Model 

The Heuristic-Systematic Processing Model (HSM) is a communication model 

that describes how people receive and process persuasive messages (Chaiken & Trope, 

1999). Systematic processing describes the implementation of cognitive effort to consider 

the content of a message during attitude formation (Chaiken & Trope, 1999). Heuristic 

processing invests minimal cognitive effort when processing persuasive messages, relies 
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on accessible context application to a message, and is used to save time (Chaiken & 

Trope, 1999). 

Multiple factors affect consumers’ opinion formation, including the reliability of 

heuristics. Heuristics are mental shortcuts affecting formation of opinions on nearly every 

topic (Andrews, Burton, & Kees, 2011; Metzger, Flanagin, & Medders, 2010). These 

mental shortcuts can appear as rules-of-thumb, guidelines, or other strategies that 

minimize individual’s cognitive effort and time investment (Metzger et al. 2010). The use 

of heuristics supports the information-foraging theory, which is the root of the people 

utilizing information gained through interacting with others (Metzger et al. 2010). The 

information-foraging theory is utilized when consumers use heuristics to form opinions. 

Biased and faulty information processing is a potential result of heuristic thinking 

(Tversky & Kahneman, 1974).  

Through the use of heuristics, consumers desire maximum information gain with 

minimal cognitive effort and time investment. Metzger et al. (2010) described five 

heuristics: reputation, endorsement, consistency, expectancy violation, and persuasive 

intent. The reputation heuristic includes mental shortcuts based on the information source 

people use to minimalize cognitive effort by using a shortcut to conform beliefs to a 

source that is more recognizable than sources who are unfamiliar (Metzger et al., 2010). 

The endorsement heuristic is known as the “consensus heuristic” and “bandwagon 

heuristic” as it represents an individual’s inclination to view a source as credible based on 

the number of other people who view this source as credible (Metzger et al., 2010). The 

consistency heuristic considers if there are numerous sources with the same opinion, then 

this opinion must be correct (Metzger et al., 2010). The persuasive intent heuristic 
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describes a defense mechanism of the belief of an ulterior motive or manipulation when 

faced with persuasive information (Metzger et al., 2010).  

Consumers often use heuristics in the context of making decisions and forming 

opinions about food products. Burton, Cook, Howlett, and Newman (2015) describe 

consumers use of food labeling claims as a heuristic tool. Naturally, people categorize 

food as either “healthy” or “unhealthy” (Oakes & Slotterback, 2001). Due to heuristic 

strategies, FOP nutrition labels may reach consumers who do not understand how to 

properly interpret the Nutrition Facts panel (Graham et al., 2015). Graham et al. (2015) 

described how consumers with lower levels of literacy and numeracy are more likely to 

use FOP colors and symbols as a heuristic strategy to convey nutrition information than 

the Nutrition Facts panel due to its complexity. 

In a study conducted by Abrams, Evans, and Duff (2015), parents with preschool 

aged children were asked to participate in focus groups to explore how parents perceive 

and utilize FOP labeling claims on foods to be purchased for their children. Food package 

information influenced the parents’ perception of overall healthiness. Specifically, the 

study found parents reported products with fruit images, realistic pictures, health claims, 

and visuals were more natural, which increased perceived healthiness (Abrams et al., 

2015). In addition, the study found parents often realize the inclusion of these food 

labeling claims may not actually mean the food is healthier, but parents agreed they do 

not typically spend time to further consider food products past an initial impression 

(Abrams et al., 2015).  

In addition to heuristics, intuitions are heavily relied upon during the opinion 

formation process. Intuition is defined as, “the power of attaining to direct knowledge or 
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cognition without evident rational thought and inference” (Merriam-Webster, 2018). 

Blancke, Van Breusegem, De Jaeger, Braeckman, and Van Montagu (2015) discussed 

two types of reasoning processes used to make food purchasing decisions: 1) fast and 

automatic intuitions, or 2) effortful and reflective reasoning. Research has found that 

consumer food choices are greatly impacted by automatic responses to contextual food 

cues such as food pricing, communication, and packaging (Chandon & Wansink, 2012; 

Cohen & Babey, 2012). In response, various organizations and manufacturers have 

increased the use of laypeople’s automatic intuitions and quick assessment when making 

food purchasing decisions on sensitive food topics (Blancke et al., 2015). “Laypeople are 

often unable or are simply not interested in investing large amounts of time and energy to 

acquire a profound grasp of complex technologies” (Blancke et al., 2015, p. 415). Thus, 

consumers may utilize heuristics to implement mental shortcuts when forming opinions 

based on FOP labeling claims. 

Health Halo Effect 

 A halo effect is a cognitive bias that causes people to overgeneralize a perception 

(Roe et al., 1999). The halo effect is typically referred to as the “health halo” when 

referencing food perceptions (Chandon & Wanskink, 2007). Consumers can 

overgeneralize the overall nutritional content contained on a food label, leading to a halo 

effect (Andrews et al., 1998). Roe et al. (1999) found claims on food packages are 

associated with a halo effect where consumers view the product higher in other health 

attributes not mentioned in the claim due to the presence of health claims regarding other 

nutrients. Fernan, Schuldt, and Niederdeppe (2018) also describe the potential impact of 

nutrient FOP labeling claims leading consumers to apply a health halo effect. 
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Lee et al. (2013) studied the prevalence of a health halo effect created when food 

products are displayed with an organic logo. This study’s 115 participants were given 

three paired food items (i.e. cookies, potato chips, and yogurt cups) to taste and rate 

regarding taste, nutrition, overall calories, and willingness to purchase. Although all 

products were identical, and organically produced, results found a health halo occurred. 

Participants estimated the products labeled “organic” contained 20.1% fewer calories, 

were willing to pay more for products with the label, and believed the “organic” labeled 

food items were more nutritious. The study concluded a “health halo effect is primarily 

driven by automatic processing based on heuristics” (Lee et al., 2013, p. 33). 

Roe et al. (1999) provided an example of a halo effect when a product labeled to 

be low in cholesterol was perceived by consumers to be low in fat. These researchers also 

found food products containing labeling claims to be associated with a magic-bullet 

effect, where consumers imply inappropriate health benefits to the food product. Studies 

found nutrient food labeling claims can cause consumers to create a halo effect, which 

affects consumers’ perception of food product healthiness instead of objective nutritional 

information (Andrews, Burton, & Netemeyer, 2000; Neeley & Petricone, 2006; Roe et 

al., 1999). Conversely, consumers who read nutrition labels on food products exhibit a 

weaker health halo effect (Lee et al., 2013). 

Combining the concepts of heuristics and a health halo effect in the context of 

food labeling is a novel approach for gaining insight into the impact of front-of-package 

labeling claims on consumer perceptions and decision-making. When consumers invest 

limited cognitive effort, they may be susceptible to a halo effect (Lee et al., 2013).  
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

 Consumers are asking more questions than ever about food production and use 

food label claims as a source of information when forming opinions about food products. 

The plethora of front-of-pack (FOP) food label claims appearing on food product 

packages has created a need to investigate how consumers use food labeling claims to 

form opinions and perceptions about food products. This chapter describes the research 

design, participant selection, questioning guide, data collection, data analysis, and 

participants of this study. 

Purpose and Objectives 

 The purpose of this study was to explore the lived experiences of parents while 

grocery shopping. This study evaluated what it is like to be a parent making purchasing 

decisions for a family while subjected to various food label information on food products. 

This study explored the phenomenon of how parents perceive and utilize the “Gluten-

Free” FOP labeling claim during the decision-making process. The following research 

objectives were used to guide the study: 

RO1: Explore how consumers use the “Gluten-Free” FOP during the decision-

making process. 

RO2: Examine consumers’ perceptions of the “Gluten-Free” FOP claim on 

naturally gluten-free foods. 

RO3: Describe consumer perceptions of the gluten-free diet. 
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Research Design 

 This study used a qualitative approach to address the research objectives. 

Creswell and Poth (2018) described qualitative research as the flow of observations from 

“philosophical assumptions, to interpretive lens, and on to the procedures involved in 

studying social or human problems” (p. 43). The goal of qualitative research is to gain a 

deep understanding of human and social behavior to interpret how people make sense of 

their experiences (Ary, Jacobs, Sorensen, & Walker, 2014). According to Ary et al. 

(2014) “Qualitative researchers seek to understand a phenomenon by focusing on the 

total picture rather than breaking it down into variables” (p. 32). Specifically, qualitative 

research examines how a phenomenon impacts people placed in a particular cultural or 

social context (Mills & Birks, 2014). Maxwell (2013) described qualitative research as a 

means to understand “how events, actions, and meaning are shaped by the unique 

circumstances” (p. 30).  

Common characteristics of qualitative research include collecting data in settings 

where the researcher serves as the key instrument and synthesizes data to discover 

patterns and themes based on data collected from participants (Ary et al., 2014; Cresswell 

& Poth, 2018). Participants in qualitative studies provide multiple explanations and 

meanings during the data collection process, which the researcher organizes into themes 

based on emergent ideas (Cresswell & Poth, 2018). In qualitative research, research 

situations are bound by the context in which the data was collected (Creswell & Poth, 

2018).  

Qualitative research studies seek to gain insight into what causes specific human 

behaviors and the “why” behind human actions (Ary et al., 2014; Salmons, 2016) and is 
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rich in data (Salmons, 2016). Researchers utilize qualitative methods when a problem 

needs to be explored that includes variables not easily measured (Creswell & Poth, 2018). 

Qualitative research is unique by providing a detailed, complex understanding of the 

topic (Creswell & Poth, 2018). When studying people’s thoughts and ideas, qualitative 

research can produce a high-quality outcome by capturing subtle nuances (Mills & Birks, 

2014) and findings are not bound to a cause-and-effect relationship often examined in 

quantitative studies (Creswell & Poth, 2018). As this study’s research objectives sought 

to explore the “why” people purchase food products with a “Gluten-Free” label, a 

qualitative method is the most applicable approach for this study by building patterns and 

emergent themes from participant responses. 

 This study’s research purpose was addressed by implementing a 

phenomenological qualitative research approach. Phenomenology research is unique to 

other qualitative approaches as it seeks to determine the “essence of the experience as 

perceived by the participants,” (Ary et al., 2014, p. 501). Ultimately, phenomenology to 

collects individual experiences to construct a universal essence regarding the 

phenomenon. 

A phenomenological research approach describes “the common meaning for 

several individuals of their lived experiences of a concept of a phenomenon” (Creswell & 

Poth, 2018, p. 75). In essence, phenomenological research describes common themes 

experienced by participants when experiencing a phenomenon (Creswell & Poth, 2018). 

Mills and Birks (2014) described phenomenology as the “careful and systematic 

reflective study of the lived experience” (p. 181). The goal of phenomenological research 

is to make detailed claims about perceptions and understandings of a small group of 
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people being studied, rather than more general descriptions of a large population (Smith 

& Osborn, 2003). Phenomenology provides insight into common human experiences. 

 Edmund Husserl, who is considered the pioneer of the phenomenological concept, 

believed scientists should see the value of people’s subjective perceptions of our world as 

these perceptions influence people’s actions (Lopez & Willis, 2004). Phenomenology 

provides clarification of assumptions that underlie human understandings of our world 

(Adams & Van Manen, 2008). Furthermore, phenomenology provides insight about 

people’s lived experiences, which relies on thoughtful reflection and is free from 

“theoretical, prejudicial, and suppositional intoxications” (Van Manen, 2007, p. 12). 

Phenomenology is driven by fascination into a specific concept (Van Manen, 2007). This 

study is rooted in phenomenology as it provides insight into the common human 

experience of grocery shopping and becoming subjected to food product FOP claims, 

specifically the “Gluten-Free” claim. As Husserl described the importance of studying the 

world’s subjective perceptions that influence action, this study sought to determine how 

consumers utilize the “Gluten-Free” FOP claim during the food product decision-making 

process in a unique, individualized perspective. The findings of this study support a 

commonality between individual consumers’ use of the “Gluten-Free” FOP claim during 

the decision-making process. 

The phenomenological approach gains insight into participants’ experiences 

through perceptions of those who participate in the experience and interprets questions 

about common human experiences (Ary et al., 2014). Often, people may interpret the 

same situation in their own unique way, which constructs a unique reality for each person 

involved in the phenomenon (Ary et al., 2014). In recent years, phenomenological 
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research has begun to study human action (Van Manen, 2007). In the context of food 

labeling, the phenomenological approached has been implemented to understand how 

consumers interpret and use allergy statements on food packages (Barnett et al., 2011) 

and gain insight about consumers’ perceptions of healthy food choices (Bos, Van der 

Lans, Rijnsoever, & Van Trijp, 2013). As this study’s research objectives require an 

understanding and description of the essence of a grocery shopping experience (Creswell 

& Poth, 2018), a phenomenological approach is most applicable for this study. 

Participant Selection 

 This study utilized purposive sampling to select participants, which is carefully 

selecting a sample of participants who can provide maximum insight about the topic (Ary 

et al., 2014). Specifically, a typical case sampling technique was implemented by 

selecting participants who were considered “typical of the phenomenon to be studied” 

(Ary et al., 2014, p. 457) and snowball sampling provided names of other potentially 

qualifiable participants. 

 Pre-determined required characteristics of the participants were specified to 

ensure the correct target population was studied. The participants must: (1) have no 

family members diagnosed with Celiac disease or other gluten intolerance, (2) buy 

“Gluten-Free” foods as often as possible, and (3) be a parent. Any individuals who were 

not a parent or those who have a family member diagnosed with celiac disease or other 

gluten intolerance were excluded; thus, removing people who follow a gluten-free diet 

for diagnosed medical reasons. This allowed people who voluntarily follow a gluten-free 

diet to be studied and ensured the purpose of the study prevailed. 
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 Approval for this study was obtained from the Texas Tech University Institutional 

Review Board before participants were recruited (see Appendix A). The recruitment of 

this study consisted of two strategies. First, a Qualtrics link to a screening questionnaire 

was shared via my personal Facebook account and various gluten-free and nutrition-

based Facebook groups. Second, a snowball sampling method was implemented by 

asking participants to share email addresses of potential participants at the end of each 

interview. All recruited participants were required to participate in the screening 

questionnaire to ensure selected participants fit the parameters of this study. They were 

also provided a consent form before participating in the study. The screening 

questionnaire (see Appendix B) consisted of eight questions designed to determine 

eligibility to participate in the study including the respondent’s age, status of gluten-

related medical diagnosis of family member, and regularity of purchasing gluten-free 

foods. The screening questionnaire also notified respondents that, if selected to 

participate in the study, the participant would be required to participate in a one-hour 

video conference interview with the student researcher. The questioning guide also 

collected email addresses which were used to invite qualified respondents to participate 

in the study. Finally, the Thesis Consent Form (see Appendix C) was attached to the 

screening questionnaire and respondents were required to either agree or disagree to the 

consent form. Participants were notified a $10 Starbucks gift card would be sent via 

email after the interview as an incentive to participate.  

Recruitment through Facebook groups served as the primary tool to recruit 

participants for this study because these groups provide a direct communication link to 

people who are interested in health and nutrition topics. Using Facebook as a recruitment 
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method provided an opportunity to reach a potentially wider group of participants than 

available in non-online recruitment techniques (Gelinasy et al., 2017). Moore, McKee, 

and McLoughlin (2015) and Gelinasy et al. (2017) described social networking sites, 

such as Facebook, as valuable tools to target potential participants who share similar 

interests. When deciding what Facebook groups to join and post the Qualtrics screening 

survey link, I searched for groups with “Gluten-Free,” “Clean Eating,” “Healthy Kids,” 

and “Healthy Moms” in the title. 

The screening survey link was open and posted in Facebook groups over the span 

of four weeks. I monitored responses and begin conducting interviews synchronously 

during the recruitment process. The screening survey link was later re-opened for an 

additional two weeks in an effort to gather more qualified participants. In total, the 

recruitment process resulted in 1,337 responses. However, 982 responses were fraudulent 

due to the Qualtrics link becoming subjected to an automated survey bot. All 982 

fraudulent response were identified by 1) identical answers and identical IP addresses or 

2) identical answers submitted every two to five seconds over the course of 19 hours. 

This resulted in 354 legitimate responses to the screening survey. Of this number of 

responses, 277 selected “yes” to having family members diagnosed with Celiac disease or 

other gluten intolerance, removing them from qualifying for the study. An additional 25 

did not select “as often as possible” when asked how often they purchase “gluten-free” 

foods. This resulted in 52 respondents who qualified to participate in the study. Initial 

email invitations (see Appendix D) to participate in the study were sent to 27 of the 

qualified participants who were between the ages of 18 and 53 to maximize the chance of 

the participant having a child living at home. The email invitation included a final 
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screening question of “Are you a parent?” An additional three people were removed from 

qualifying for the study due to not being a parent, 13 people did not respond to the 

invitation email, and 11 people responded to the invitation email to confirm they were a 

parent and would like to participate in the study.  

Two people were identified through snowball sampling in which the researcher 

sent an email to the email address provided at the inclusion of a previous interview. This 

email directed the potential participant to the Qualtrics screening questionnaire. Upon 

completing the questionnaire, neither respondent identified through snowball sampling 

was qualified to participate in the study. 

In total, the study consisted of 11 in-depth, semi-structured interviews. Creswell 

and Poth (2018) described phenomenological qualitative research as consisting of one or 

multiple interviews with participants. Thus, gathering data from 11 participants is an 

appropriate sample size to qualitatively study this phenomenon. 

Questioning Guide 

Semi-structured, in-depth interviews were conducted to collect data and address 

this study’s research objectives. Open-ended interviewing has been found to provide 

“authentic accounts of subjective experience” (Miller & Glassner, 2011, p. 54). A 

questioning guide consisting of 27 questions was developed to provide structure to the 

interviews (see Appendix E). The questioning guide was structured to avoid the use of 

leading, double-barreled, or confusing questions (Ary et al., 2014). The questioning guide 

was developed to address each of the research objectives and specifically asked 

participants to identify factors that motivate food purchasing decisions, compare 

purchasing intent and reasoning of food with a “Gluten-Free” label versus no such claim, 
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perception of “-free” claims found on food products, and attitude of foods containing a 

“Gluten-Free” label. The questioning guide was structured to include open-ended 

questions, clarity of wording, and proper order of questions to generate on-topic 

responses.  

In qualitative research, the human researcher serves as the “primary instrument 

for gathering and analyzing data” (Ary et al., 2014, p. 451). The researcher served as the 

human instrument during the data collection process by following the questioning guide 

and asking prompting questions when needed to improve the answer’s clarity. The 

questioning guide was reviewed prior to the first interview, which resulted in combining 

redundant questions and rearranging questions to allow for a better flow of conversation. 

No changes were made to the questioning guide after the first interview was completed. 

The questioning guide included images of various food products. The images 

were shown to participants during the interview by sharing a PowerPoint presentation 

embedded with the images (see Appendix F). The PowerPoint presentation ensured the 

images were displayed in a large size for participants to clearly see the food product 

packages and claims located on the food packages. I obtained these food product images 

by taking photos of food products that contained either contained a “Gluten-Free” 

labeling claim or no such claim. The backgrounds of the images were removed using 

photo manipulation software to prevent distracting elements. I was unable to find the 

same brand of food products with one product containing a “Gluten-Free” labeling claim 

and another product not containing this claim. For example, I could not find a “Gluten-

Free” labeling claim and no such claim on two different bags of Rold Gold brand 
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pretzels. Thus, a limitation of these photos during the comparison of food products is the 

difference of brands found on packages. 

Data Collection 

 Synchronous interviews were conducted using Zoom, an online video and audio-

conferencing platform. According to O’Connor and Madge (2017) using online mediated 

technologies to host interviews is “moving from the realm of the novel and innovative 

into the mainstream and routine” (p. 416) Research conducted to determine the credibility 

of Skype, a similar online video and audio-conferencing software, can be extended to 

determine the credibility of Zoom. Sullivan (2012) found Skype to be a credible tool to 

capture verbal and nonverbal cues. According to Sullivan (2012) as described by 

O’Connor and Madge (2017), the use of online video and audio-conferencing to provide 

“an equal authenticity level with face-to-face interviews” (p. 422). 

 The use of online video and audio-conferencing software provides various pros 

and cons. Pros include minimal or no monetary cost, efficient use of time, flexibility of 

organizing an interview time, ensuring anonymity, and reducing safety concerns (Deakin 

& Wakefield, 2014). Research has found establishing rapport through online interviews is 

equal in value as face-to-face interviews (Deakin & Wakefield, 2014). Other benefits of 

using online interviewing tools includes removing location as a barrier, research can be 

conducted without traditional travel costs, and researchers are better able to contact 

groups or individuals who would traditionally be difficult to contact (Barratt, 2012; 

McDermott & Roen, 2012). Compared to asynchronous online interviews, synchronous 

online interviews lend toward more spontaneous answers, which results in more ‘honest’ 
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responses as there is minimal time to think intently about answers before responding 

(Mann & Stewart, 2000). 

 Although studies have found benefits to using online platforms for research 

interviews, drawbacks have been discovered as well. Participants may feel less 

committed to the interview and drop out, technology issues can result in recording 

difficulty, participants may not want to be filmed in their own homes, and the lack of 

knowledge of how to use the online software may be a barrier to entry (Deakin & 

Wakefield, 2014). The digital divide can be a barrier for recruitment as potential 

participants in geographic areas lacking adequate internet access will find the internet 

requirement as a barrier to entry (O’Connor & Madge, 2017). Although the interviews 

can typically be downloaded and stored on the researcher’s computer with no adversity, 

technical issues may result in issues downloading the interviews (Hanna, 2012). 

O’Connor and Madge (2017) explain how interview transcripts from online interviews 

can be fragmented and difficult to understand. Research conducted by Jowett, Peel, and 

Shaw (2011) found creating transcripts from online interviews can take twice the amount 

of time compared to face-to-face interviews. 

 Once the participant and I identified an agreeable interview time, the participant 

was sent a link to connect to the Zoom online video and audio conferencing platform. 

During each interview, the participant and myself could see and hear each other. 

Interview length ranged between 28 and 43 minutes, with the average interview lasting 

37 minutes. Each Zoom interview meeting invitation was set up to automatically record 

the audio and video and to automatically download the recordings to the local computer 

upon ending the Zoom meeting. Overall, the Zoom platform was effective in clear audio 
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and yielded minimal technical difficulties. Most participants were muted upon entry to 

the online video, which took a few moments for the participants to locate and press the 

‘Unmute’ button. One participant selected ‘Do Not Allow Video’ when entering the 

Zoom meeting. I assured the participate that audio-only was acceptable, but she insisted 

to re-connect using the video feature. One participant was unable to see the shared 

PowerPoint screen until disconnecting and re-connecting using the same Zoom link. In 

conclusion, no technical difficulties were encountered to prevent or lower the quality of 

data collected. I was able to see and hear all participants, share the PowerPoint screen 

with all participants, and save all video and audio recordings per IRB approval. 

Data Analysis 

 To ensure anonymity, each participant was assigned a number prior to collecting 

and analyzing data. At the conclusion of each interview, I verified the audio and video 

recording was downloaded and saved to the local password-protected computer. The 

audio recordings were then transcribed verbatim. I then became immersed in the data by 

reading and rereading the transcripts. After I felt comfortable and familiar with the data, 

the coding and reducing process began. I utilized hand coding for this data and followed 

the qualitative data analyzation structure of Ary et al. (2014) by “organizing data, 

synthesizing, searching for significant patterns, and discovering what is important” (p. 

513). I implemented axial coding by reading each interview transcript multiple times, in 

varying order, and noted codes, such as words and phrases to summarize the participants’ 

answers, in the margins. During this process, I intentionally searched for negative cases 

which is intentionally searching for participant answers opposite than expectations to 
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ensure rigor and unbiased data analyzation (Ary et al., 2014). I also highlighted quotes 

from participants’ that would be valuable to include in the study’s findings. 

As the researcher, I was responsible for reducing the massive amount of codes 

into themes and utilized a “bottom up” approach, as described by Creswell and Poth 

(2018), to build themes by organizing the data inductively until an extensive set of 

themes were identified. I utilized the constant comparative method by evaluating each 

code to determine its meaning, then grouped similar categories to refine the data (Ary et 

al., 2014). I made notes of each participants’ answers relating to each research objective, 

inductively searched for common threads and emergent ideas, and developed the themes 

reported in this study. 

Researcher Subjectivity Statement 

 Reflexivity is the act of self-reflection and provides an opportunity for a 

researcher to consider potential personal biases such as thoughts, emotions, or 

experiences related to the topic studied (Ary et al., 2014). According to Ary et al. (2014), 

bracketing, also referred to as epoche, is a critical component of qualitative 

phenomenology research. Bracketing provides the researcher structure in intentionally 

setting aside personal experiences and beliefs as a means to “gain a fresh perspective 

based on data collected from persons who have experienced the phenomenon” (p. 503). 

Cresswell and Poth (2018) described bracketing in the context of phenomenological 

research as the researcher’s direct intent to set aside personal experiences as much as 

possible to gain a “fresh perspective toward the phenomenon under examination,” (p. 78). 

Growing up on a cattle and row crop farm instilled in me a deep passion for 

production agriculture. This laid the foundation of my interest in learning about 
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consumers’ perceptions of agriculture and food production. As food is the main source of 

connecting the general public to agricultural production, I have become passionate to 

study how consumers form opinions based on food messaging. My employment and 

education experiences in agricultural education factors lend me, as the researcher, toward 

subjectivity. 

To control for researcher bias, I have written this subjectivity statement and 

reflected on my personal experiences, thoughts, and emotions related to this topic. Also, I 

implemented negative case sampling during data analyzation, in which I intentionally 

searched for participant answers opposite than my expectations. I was consonant to the 

importance of remaining open-minded when reading transcripts, coding data, and 

allowing natural themes to emerge. Finally, I closely followed the questioning guide, 

which was reviewed to ensure unbiased language, during each interview. 

Research Rigor 

 Lincoln and Guba (1985) described qualitative research rigor in terms of 

credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. Credibility can be defined 

as the truthfulness and confidence of data collected during a qualitative study in regard to 

a study’s design, the participants involved, and the overall context (Ary et al., 2014). To 

ensure credibility, I collected data from multiple respondents and structured the 

questioning guide to ask the same type of question in different ways. The semi-structured 

interview questions allowed for depth of explanation; thus, increasing credibility. 

Interviews were conducted until data saturation was gained and consensus of data 

interpretation was achieved. I accurately portrayed participants’ responses by creating 

verbatim interview transcriptions and reported data in a manner to allow readers to 



Texas Tech University, Jaelyn Peckman, May 2020 

 58 

experience the phenomenon from the participants’ viewpoints through direct quotes. I 

also controlled bias by creating a self-reflection statement to identify possible researcher 

bias and implemented negative case sampling during data analyzation. 

 Transferability is the application of the qualitative findings to similar situations or 

contexts (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Although the sole goal of qualitative research is not 

typically generalizability, the researcher must implement rigor to provide rich and 

detailed descriptions for adequate application of findings to situations with similar 

“people, settings, and times” (Ary et al., 2014 p. 535). I transcribed all interviews 

verbatim to ensure transferability for future studies and gathered detailed descriptions of 

participants including gender, age, parental status, shopping behaviors, and diagnosed 

gluten sensitivities to ensure the population is accurately understood by future users. The 

results of this study were collected to be shared with other agricultural communicators to 

display transferability for future studies regarding impact of the “Gluten-Free” label on 

consumer decision making phenomenon. Although results of this study are limited to the 

population of this research, the study could be replicated to gain insight into similar food 

labeling phenomenon. 

 Dependability, or trustworthiness, ensures accuracy and consistency of results, 

and that future studies on the same topic would yield similar findings (Ary et al., 2014). 

Dependability ensures results of a study are reliable and will remain consistent and 

trustworthy across similar studies over time (Morse & Richards, 2000). Per suggestions 

of Lincoln and Guba (1985) and Ary et al. (2014), documentation steps were 

implemented to ensure dependability. Specifically, the research provided an audit trail for 

others to understand decisions made and to assess details of the study (Ary et al., 2014). 
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My audit trail consisted of a Qualtrics pre-screening questionnaire, a semi-structured 

questioning guide to be used during the interviews, interview transcripts, and a coding 

document used to identify emergent themes. In addition, I used the interview transcripts 

to write notes during the coding process. I implemented replication logic by interviewing 

11 participants across the United States. The video and audio recordings of the participant 

interviews were destroyed upon completion of the study per IRB agreement. 

Confirmability ensures findings of a study are rooted in rich data, and not a mere 

reflection of the researcher’s thoughts or opinions (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). I ensured 

confirmability through the implementation of an audit trail. The data analyzation process 

began with verbatim transcriptions of participant interviews to ensure the conclusions 

drawn from the findings were appropriately supported. 

Participant Descriptions 
 

All participants were parents who purchase gluten-free foods “as often as 

possible” in the absence of a diagnosed gluten intolerance. All participants in this study 

were females and ranged in age between 32 and 62, with the mean age of 47. The 

participants were geographically distributed across the United States representing 

Indiana, Maryland, Michigan, Missouri, New Jersey, Texas, Washington, and Wisconsin. 

Each participant follows a gluten-free diet for a unique, individualized reason as noted 

below. This segment of consumers has high sensitivity to nutrition topics, are health-

conscious, and are concerned about what their children are eating. Health and nutrition 

topics are important considerations for this segment of consumers. Participants’ names 

have been replaced with pseudonyms to maintain confidentiality. Information regarding 
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the participants’ age, geographic location, and reason for adopting a gluten-free diet can 

be found in the following paragraphs: 

 Leah is a 43-year-old mother from Michigan. Originally, she began following a 

gluten-free diet to lose weight. She associates gluten-free with Keto and low-

carbohydrate diets. After losing weight, Leah continues to adhere to a gluten-free diet in 

an effort to decrease intestinal distress. 

 Rachel is a 32-year-old mother from Washington who adheres to a gluten-free 

diet to promote general health and to “feel better” overall. She made a special note to 

state that she has not been diagnosed with celiac disease, NCGS, or a wheat allergy. 

 Hannah is a 46-year-old mother from Missouri. She follows a gluten-free diet to 

avoid bloating and fears today’s gluten has evolved from past generations into a form that 

is “not as good for our body that it used to be for our parents or grandparents.” She 

specifically noted she does not have celiac disease or a gluten intolerance. 

 Molly is a 51-year-old mother from Maryland. She adheres to a gluten-free diet in 

reaction to many food allergies experienced by herself and her daughter. She tested 

negative on a blood test for celiac disease and has no diagnosed allergy to gluten; 

however, she considers herself “intolerant” to gluten. 

 Olivia is a 53-year-old mother from Missouri. She was required to do a gluten-

free diet before a functional medicine doctor would agree to schedule an appointment 

regarding a thyroid disorder. 

 Sylvia is a 42-year-old mother from Wisconsin. Her daughter was complaining of 

stomach aches, but no doctor recommendations were improving her daughter’s 
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symptoms. She follows a gluten-free diet to “give it a try” because no success in health 

improvement was found after following medial doctors’ advice. 

 Emma is a 62-year-old mother from Texas. She follows a gluten-free diet as a 

result of a self-diagnosed “intolerance” and to “feel healthy.” 

 Christina is a 47-year-old mother from Indiana. She adheres to a gluten-free diet 

to lose weight through Whole30 and as part of an overall lifestyle change. She buys very 

few processed foods from grocery stores and appreciates minimally processed foods. 

 Katherine is a 35-year-old mother from Missouri. She follows a gluten-free diet as 

a recommendation from her pediatrician after her son was complaining of tummy aches. 

Neither she nor her son have a diagnosed gluten intolerance. 

 Natalie is a 61-year-old mother from Michigan. She adheres to a gluten-free diet 

as a possible solution to intestinal distress and recommendation from a Facebook group. 

She made a point to state her result of a celiac disease test was negative. 

 Annette is a 47-year-old mother from New Jersey. She follows a gluten free diet 

as a possible solution to her daughter’s chronic migraines. Her daughter suggested the 

gluten-free diet; although, she still is affected by migraines while eating gluten-free. 
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CHAPTER IV 

FINDINGS 

 This chapter presents findings of the 11 in-depth interviews of parents who adhere 

to a gluten-free diet for non-medically diagnosed reasons. The study’s findings are 

organized into emergent themes of the three research objectives. Table 4.1 describes the 9 

emergent themes and relation to each research objective. Themes were developed through 

axial coding and the process of grouping participants’ answers to interview questions 

based on similar context to discover emergent themes. 

Table 4.1 

Summary of Emergent Themes Discovered for Each Research Objective 

Research Objective Emergent Themes 

RO1 Explore how consumers 
use the “Gluten-Free” 
FOP during the decision-
making process. 

1) Consumers actively search for the “Gluten-
Free” FOP. 

2) The “Gluten-Free” FOP is used as a heuristic 
tool. 

3) The “Gluten-Free” FOP is viewed as 
trustworthy. 

 
RO2 Examine consumers’ 

perceptions of the 
“Gluten-Free” FOP claim 
on naturally gluten-free 
foods. 

1) Hollow claims are confusing and raise 
misperceptions. 

2) Hollow claims reinforce heuristics. 
3) Gluten-free consumers recognize hollow claims 

as a marketing tactic. 
 

RO3 Describe consumer 
perceptions of the gluten-
free diet. 

1) A gluten-free diet promotes overall health and 
positive feeling. 

2) Gluten is associated with carbohydrates. 
3) People have different thresholds for gluten 

tolerance. 
 

Findings related to each research objective are presented in sequential order 

beginning with the most commonly referenced theme. Narrative statements collected 

from participants during the interviews are included to support these findings. 
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Research Objective One 

 The first research objective stated: Explore how consumers use the “Gluten-Free” 

FOP during the decision-making process. The first theme addressed the concept that not 

only do consumers use the “Gluten-Free” FOP, but also actively search for and rely on 

the claim or words ‘gluten-free’ to be present on food products. The second theme 

emerged from this research objective suggested the use of the “Gluten-Free” FOP as a 

heuristic tool. Specifically, participants shared the “Gluten-Free” FOP catches their 

attention to further consider food products and also minimizes cognitive effort to arrive at 

a purchasing decision more quickly. The third emergent theme found consumers view the 

“Gluten-Free” FOP claim as trustworthy and feel comfortable forming opinions on food 

attributes based on the presence or absence of the “Gluten-Free” FOP.  

Consumers Actively Search for the “Gluten-Free” FOP 

 Consumers actively use the “Gluten-Free” FOP when considering food products. 

It is also evident participants were naturally drawn to absence labeling claims, including 

the “Gluten-Free” absence claim. 

When viewing side-by-side food packages with varying FOP claims, participant 

choices were influenced by absence labeling. Leah chose a product after noticing the 

“Gluten-Free” FOP labeling claim: “It looks like it is a gluten-free product and that is 

another big thing I look for.” Leah reiterated her connection to absence claims when 

stating: “Gluten-free and soy-free are the bigger things I look for in packaged items.” 

When presented side-by-side food packages, Rachel said she would purchase the 

food product with a “Gluten-Free” FOP labeling claim because she searches for this 

claim. Rachel supported her preference for absence claims by stating: “I specifically look 
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for ‘gluten-free’, ‘dairy-free’, and ‘no sugar added’.” She later mentioned she likes to 

purchase foods with a “no hormones” FOP. 

When asked to describe factors that influence purchasing decisions, Hannah said: 

“I would look at labels like non-GMO, organic, gluten-free. Those would be part of my 

decision.” Hannah described being drawn to absence claims by stating: “I do like all the 

things that say no preservatives, no additives, no artificial coloring and that would 

definitely be in my decision factor. If I have the choice of two products that are similar, I 

would go with the no artificial and no preservatives.” Hannah continued by stating: “I 

will search for the no artificial coloring, no additives, no preservatives, and non-GMO.” 

Hannah actively searches for products with absence labeling claims and shared: 

“[Products with “-free” claims are] 90% of my shopping cart.” 

Many participants expressed actively using and relying on absence labeling 

claims, specifically the “Gluten-Free” FOP labeling claim, when making food purchasing 

decisions. Often, participants noted how the “-free” claims stand out to them and that 

they like to see FOP certification labeling claims, especially the “Gluten-Free” FOP 

labeling claim. Molly described searching for absence FOP claims and shared: “I do 

search for the ‘-free’ claims of gluten, soy, nuts, and allergens. Not necessarily the fats or 

nitrates. It is an added bonus if they are there.” 

Olivia said she searches for absence FOP claims: “Yes [I search for] ‘gluten-free’, 

‘preservative-free’, ‘no-MSG or chemicals’, and ‘no hormones’ would be the main ones.” 

When shopping for new food products, Katherine said: “I look for the ‘gluten-

free’ label. It is an easy identification for me when I’m shopping for something new for 

my son to try.” 
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Annette said she actively relies on absence labels: “I look for mostly the ‘gluten-

free’ and preferably ‘non-GMO’.” 

 In addition to actively using and searching for FOP claims on food products, 

many participants said they use the FOP claims before referencing the Nutrition Facts 

panel or ingredient list. Many responses support the suggestion that consumers often use 

the “Gluten-Free” FOP labeling claim as a sorting tool to determine which products they 

would like to further investigate.  

Rachel said: “I really just look when I’m shopping or need something. Does it say 

it on the front? And then read the ingredients on the back to make sure if it’s really 

gluten-free.” 

Molly also supports the theme of using FOPs before referencing the Nutrition 

Facts panel by stating: “I focus what’s on front, the label claims. Like the ‘gluten-free’ 

showing very vividly. Then, I will look at the food panel.” 

When Sylvia is shopping for food products, she said she searches for the “Gluten-

Free” FOP claim before reading nutrition information and shared: “I look for bold 

pictures or print that makes it safe in one aspect for me to want to go further.” Sylvia 

shared: “I usually start with the front. If there are any recognizable ‘doesn’t contain this 

statement’, and then I can move on to the back [of the package]”. Sylvia also said she 

will “start with finding the certified ‘gluten-free’ labels.” 

If food products do not feature a “Gluten-Free” label, Leah said she assumes the 

product contains gluten as documented by her answer to a question about how she 

handles wanting to purchase a food product that lacks a “Gluten-Free” label: “Depending 

on what it is…sometimes I’ll get it.” 
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The “Gluten-Free” FOP is Used as a Heuristic Tool 

Findings of this study recognize consumers’ reliance on heuristics and use of FOP 

labeling claims as a heuristic tool to capture attention and save time during the food 

shopping experience. During the interviews, many participants described how various 

FOP labeling claims, specifically absence claims, capture attention and generate interest 

in picking up a food product off of the grocery store shelf. 

 When shown three food packages with many FOP labeling claims, Leah said: 

“Gluten-free on the [Beyond Beef] package for sure draws my attention.” She also 

described her use of food products as: “If it says gluten-free, I might be more apt to pick 

it up to see what other ingredients are in it.” 

Rachel said: “I do look for things that stand out like ‘gluten-free’ or ‘dairy-free’ 

or ‘no sugar added’, but I also turn it over and read the ingredients and look at the 

servings and ingredients. Those type of things will draw me to actually turn it over and 

look at it.” Rachel also described how FOPs grab her attention by stating: “I feel like I do 

look for those things, so those pop out to me, like oh they are on that package.” 

When describing what draws attention to food products, Molly shared: “If it says 

‘gluten-free’ or ‘allergen-friendly’, I will definitely take it down.” 

Olivia said FOPs capture her attention: “On the front of the package I always fall 

for something that says more ‘natural’, ‘organic’, or ‘no-preservatives’. That’s what 

catches my eye initially.” 

Emma shared: “What catches my eye are the words ‘gluten-free’. I do a double 

take. There are so many new products coming out all the time. If it has ‘gluten-free’ on 

[the package] I am sort of a sucker for it. I will stop and look, and won’t necessarily get 
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it, but am interested in it.” Emma describes a “Gluten-Free” FOP labeling claim on a 

food package as attention-grabbing by sharing: “It is definitely something they are yelling 

out that this is gluten-free. It can be the size of a half inch down in the corner, but it still 

is a bold statement.” 

In addition to catching attention, several participants expressed using FOPs, 

specifically the “Gluten-Free” FOP to save time and arrive at a faster food purchasing 

decision. Many participants explained using FOP labeling claims as a way to quickly 

decide whether or not to purchase a food product while investing minimal cognitive 

effort to form the decision. 

Leah said: “I think having it on the label is easier for [parents who are trying to 

get their kids to do gluten-free], especially for parents with smaller children who aren’t 

always going to want to eat meat and vegetables and are going to want the gluten-free 

noodles or that kind of stuff.” 

Hannah said she does not have to think about food products when shopping at 

Aldi because: “I believe they have lots of products that are ‘free’ from the artificial 

additives, so I feel it is less work on scanning all the products, because I feel they have 

done a lot of that homework for me before ahead of time.” 

Katherine described the “Gluten-Free” FOP as time saver: “It is nice to see the 

‘no-gluten’ because I can pick it up and [know it is gluten-free] without a doubt and 

move on.” 
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The “Gluten-Free” FOP is Viewed as Trustworthy 

Many participants described a high level of trust for FOP labeling claims. 

Participants shared seeing the “Gluten-Free” FOP on a food product induced a feeling of 

reassurance and peace of mind. 

When comparing two food products with differing FOP labeling claims, Rachel 

said: “The [pasta sauce] also has the non-GMO label on it, so I would trust that it has 

ingredients that I would want to eat more.” Rachel also described foods with a “Gluten-

Free” FOP as: “It would make me intrigued in the product and want to look at it, and I 

would probably be more likely to get it. It would make me feel confident in its product.” 

Rachel further shared: “The one that says ‘gluten-free’, you would be more likely to trust 

it right off the bat.” 

Hannah said she trusts the Laura’s Beef ground beef product because: “I like that 

she is smiling and it is reassuring for me. She looks like a real person… Because it is 

Laura I feel like I can trust her, even though I don’t know her.” Regarding FOP claims, 

Hannah also shared: “I just believe it. If it is written, I just take it for granted that it is 

true.” 

Hannah naturally trusts “Gluten-Free” FOP labeling claims, especially when she 

begins to associate the claim with other FOP labeling claims: “Because it is green, I 

almost think it is organic, which is dumb, and then I am thinking it is even healthier. It is 

gluten-free and healthy. I think I can trust that logo and I would be comfortable buying a 

product with that.” 

Molly said she views a “Gluten-Free” FOP as a seal of verification as documented 

by her statement: “It would be a viable food that I could eat and not worry about or think 
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about whether is it gluten-free or not.” When viewing a “Gluten-Free” FOP, Molly 

shared how she felt: “It makes me feel like it is safer and more researched seal of 

approval for ‘gluten-free’.” 

Emma said she uses the “Gluten-Free” FOP to make a purchasing decision 

between two potato chip packages and described her reasoning as: “I choose ‘Product B’ 

because it says ‘gluten-free’. Even though [‘Product A’] I believe are gluten-free, I don’t 

see the notation or emblem on it front-and-center.” Emma said she trusts FOP claims: “I 

also know it is pretty stringent to be able to claim some of those things, so I have a 

respect for it because they have to earn like the ‘non-GMO’.” 

Since FOPs are created by manufacturers or producers, Olivia trusts the claims: “I 

think that the manufacturer or producer is probably more knowledgeable about what goes 

into food. They are more in-tune to what is a little more healthy, maybe what people are 

looking for.” 

When shown a ground beef package, Sylvia said she would choose the product 

with a “Gluten-Free” FOP because: “The wording is clear and there is ‘gluten-free’ listed, 

so there are no questions.” When asked about FOP authenticity, Sylvia said: “At this 

point, I trust them.” Sylvia described the “Gluten-Free” FOP as: “I think having the label 

gives you a peace of mind”. 

Research Objective Two 

 The second research objective stated: Examine consumers’ perceptions of the 

“Gluten-Free” FOP claim on naturally gluten-free foods. This objective sought to explore 

gluten-free consumers’ opinions and view of hollow “Gluten-Free” claims, meaning the 

presence of a “Gluten-Free” FOP claim on a food product that inherently does not contain 
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gluten. Although participants described their appreciation of hollow claims as a means to 

reduce cognitive effort, a theme emerged addressing how consumers become confused by 

hollow claims. Hollow “Gluten-Free” claims were found to raise misperceptions about 

food attributes. The prevalence of how hollow “Gluten-Free” claims reinforce the use of 

heuristics, especially for consumers uneducated about gluten-free foods, also emerged as 

a theme. A third theme showcases how participants recognized hollow “Gluten-Free” 

claims as a marketing tactic; yet, they continue to utilize these claims during the decision-

making process. 

Hollow Claims are Confusing and Raise Misperceptions 

Although participants often shared confident answers during most of the 

interview, a theme emerged of consumers becoming confused and unconfident when 

prompted to consider hollow claims on food products. When a “Gluten-Free” label 

appeared on naturally gluten-free foods, including water and a whole muscle beef 

product, participants began to share conflicting answers and displayed confusion. These 

hollow claims surfaced concerns that perhaps these products are not always gluten free 

and maybe an absence of a “Gluten-Free” FOP on these products indicates the inclusion 

of gluten. 

 When asked to describe whether a “Gluten-Free” FOP on a beef steak provides 

clarity or confusion, several participants shared confusion could occur. Since whole 

muscle beef cuts are naturally gluten-free, this prompt gauged insight into participants’ 

perceptions of hollow “Gluten-Free” claims. 
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Leah shared confusion could occur as a result of hollow “Gluten-Free” FOP 

labeling claims: “They might get confused – initially thought all meat was gluten-free, 

but maybe not since it is marked as ‘gluten-free’.” 

In addition, Rachel also believes hollow “Gluten-Free” FOP labeling claims elicit 

confusion: “Sometimes it provides confusion, because you think ‘Did they give this meat 

something or is it injected or seasoned with something that might have that’?”. She 

further stated: “You would assume that they’d all be [gluten-free], so you’d be like ‘What 

is going on?’.” 

When shown a beef jerky package, Emma said she believed the product contained 

gluten since she did not see a “Gluten-Free” FOP: “I continuously search for ‘gluten-

free’. The beef jerky doesn’t say anything, so chances are it isn’t gluten-free.” 

Christina expressed concern that a hollow claim on a beef steak package promotes 

confusion: “I guess it could cause confusion assuming people didn’t know that [beef is 

naturally gluten-free]. They might be confused why would one steak be gluten-free and 

the other doesn’t have that label.”  

 Not only did the hollow “Gluten-Free” FOP provide confusion in a general sense, 

but participants began to question their current views of food products with a “Gluten-

Free” FOP. The hollow “Gluten-Free” claim raised misperceptions about naturally 

gluten-free food products. Many participants surfaced incorrect assumptions about food 

wholesomeness as a result of hollow “Gluten-Free” claims. Participants shifted from 

trusting food products, to becoming skeptical as a result of a hollow “Gluten-Free” claim. 

Concerns about food wholesomeness and processing methods surfaced as participants 
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began to wonder if what were considered minimally processed foods actually contained 

binders, fillers, or additives. 

When asked about a hollow “Gluten-Free” FOP labeling claim on a beef steak 

package, Hannah shared: “For the meat, it would probably confuse me. I would be 

starting to think, ‘Are they supposed to have fillers inside that are gluten that I didn’t 

know about with ground beef?’ It would confuse me with ‘gluten-free’ on a piece of meat 

or fish, it would raise some questions in my head.” 

Emma supported the presence of a hollow “Gluten-Free” FOP claim on a beef 

steak “because there could be some binders, I think it would be for clarity.” 

When asked to consider hollow “Gluten-Free” FOP labeling claims, participants 

began to share misinformed perspectives. Many participants associated a “Gluten-Free” 

FOP labeling claim on a whole muscle beef product as a cue that the animal this meat 

was derived from was fed a gluten-free diet. 

Sylvia said hollow “Gluten-Free” claims provided clarity: “At the beginning of 

my adventure in the gluten-free lifestyle, I was concerned about what the animals we 

were eating were eating.” 

Natalie shared her belief that beef steaks with a hollow “Gluten-Free” FOP claim 

provided clarity “because it would tell you that the beef was raised in a gluten-free 

element, so it is not exposed to gluten.” 

Annette said seeing a hollow “Gluten-Free” claim on a beef steak package created 

several questions in her mind: “I wonder, ‘What if the cow eats wheat products? Could 

the gluten end up in their systems, or is it just digested away?’” She further stated: “You 

might get a false sense of security that the animal didn’t eat any wheat products either.” 
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In addition to hollow “Gluten-Free” claims, participants shared the negative 

perception formed about wheat as a result of the “Gluten-Free” FOP. Participants were 

shown an example of a “Gluten-Free” FOP claim with a wheat head in the middle of a 

circle with a slash and responses provided in-depth perceptions formed when viewing this 

“Gluten-Free” FOP. Many participants said “Gluten-Free” FOP claims, especially 

symbols designed with a slash over a wheat graphic, can negatively impact perception of 

wheat and gluten.  

Leah said, “At first glance, the circle with a line through it comes across as 

something that may not be good for you.” 

When shown examples of “Gluten-Free” FOP claims, Christina said: “It would 

make [gluten] seem bad. [As though] it is desirable that something be free of it.” 

Christina described the symbol with the slash over the wheat symbol as negative and 

shared: “The circle with the cross through [stands out], and usually those are things that 

are dangerous.” 

Katherine described the “Gluten-Free” FOP with a slash over the wheat graphic 

as: “It does feel a little more ‘stay away’.” 

When shown the same “Gluten-Free” FOP, Annette said: “This almost makes it 

seem like wheat is bad.” 

Hollow Claims Reinforce Heuristics 

 When consumers are subjected to hollow claims on food products, the use of 

heuristics is reinforced. When questioned about the use of a hollow “Gluten-Free” FOP 

claim on water, participant responses acknowledged the fact that water is naturally 

gluten-free but appreciated the inclusion of the hollow claim for added clarity. Many 
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participants noted a special appreciation of hollow “Gluten-Free” claims for newly 

gluten-free diet adopters to reference for clarification of a gluten-free product. 

Leah said: “I think it provides clarity for the consumer because there are waters 

that are flavored or have added sugar that may not necessarily be gluten-free.” 

Rachel shared: “I think for someone like me that knows products that are gluten-

free it’s excessive, but maybe if I’m going somewhere and they know I’m gluten-free, it 

might be helpful for them to know I can have this where they might only be looking for 

labels that say ‘gluten-free’.” 

Hannah provided insight into the hollow “Gluten-Free” water discussion: “It 

provides clarity and it makes my decision faster and easier if I can just spot the logo. 

Even though by nature it is gluten-free, it makes my decision easier and faster. Nothing 

wrong with having more information.” 

Molly described: “I think they should start doing it more and a better job of 

labeling so people don’t…There are drinks that people think are gluten-free and they are 

not. If they have to start with water, that is fine by me.” 

For herself, Olivia does not support hollow claims on water: “I think it is stupid. 

Anybody with common sense knows that water is gluten-free. For me, I think it is a little 

overkill.” However, Olivia said she does support hollow claims for people uneducated 

about gluten: “I think it provides clarity for people who are not quite as educated about it. 

It’s probably helpful for them.” 

Sylvia fully supports hollow claims on water: “I don’t think it’s misleading 

because you never know where things pop up.” 
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Emma appreciates the added clarity: “I think it provides clarity for those that are 

looking for that. I’ve noticed that on water and it makes me laugh. I like the labeling so 

I’m all for that. Some people, and I’m not an expert, but some people are very ignorant 

about [gluten]. They should know that water would not have any gluten in it, but I’m not 

opposed to that, it’s not a negative to me.” 

Christina said she supports hollow “Gluten-Free” FOP claims: “I think it might 

provide clarity for people who need to be gluten-free for medical reasons. Maybe it is 

early, and they just don’t know yet or if people are shopping for relatives or friends who 

are gluten-free.” 

Annette said the need for clarity is why she supports hollow claims: “I also think 

not everybody educates themselves, so they need to rely on the label.” 

Gluten-Free Consumers Recognize Hollow Claims as a Marketing Tactic 

Many participants shared a realization that hollow “Gluten-Free” claims are a 

marketing tactic manufacturers use to increase sales. When asked about a “Gluten-Free” 

FOP claim on a beef steak package, Olivia shared: “I think that is just trying to sell their 

product. I think they are trying to trick people.” 

Christina also said she views hollow “Gluten-Free” FOP claims as a marketing 

tactic: “Sometimes it is a little frustrating because some of the products that might 

advertise as ‘gluten-free’ are products that logically don’t have gluten anyway. 

Sometimes I think it can just be a marketing kind of ploy.” Christina further described her 

opinion of hollow “Gluten-Free” claims: “If [food companies] think it is going to help 

sell more of their product, then I think it is a big problem.” 
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Katherine said likes to see the “No-Gluten” FOP for a sense of security and to 

make a faster decision although she recognizes the company’s use of the term for 

marketing: “I feel like they do that even if it is a gluten-free item also as a sales tactic.” 

Natalie described a hollow “Gluten-Free” FOP on water as: “It is kind of useless 

on water, but it might push more people to buy it. I think if it does not normally have any 

gluten, it is probably a marketing lure.” 

Participants often described food products containing a hollow “Gluten-Free” 

FOP as unique compared to items in the same product category lacking the hollow claim. 

When asked about the interpretation of a beef steak containing a hollow “Gluten-Free” 

claim, Emma said: “My assumption is that a normal product would have [gluten] and 

that’s what makes this product unique is that it doesn’t have it. But, that’s not necessarily 

true. These days we label things with a lot of different things that are a given in hopes to 

make it sell better.” Although Emma recognized hollow “Gluten-Free” FOP claims as a 

marketing tactic, she further stated: “Still they can also package using the given ‘-free’ 

things that are naturally ‘gluten-free’, but they don’t say that and it implies that the 

regular ones that don’t say [‘gluten-free’] have it.” 

Katherine shared concerns of overuse of the “Gluten-Free” label as a marketing 

tactic: “Gluten-free labeling is overused. My seven-year-old son can recognize the 

symbol. He didn’t understand why we couldn’t get a bottle of vodka when it said 

‘Gluten-Free’.” 

Research Objective Three 

 The third research objective stated: Describe consumer perceptions of the gluten-

free diet. As this study’s population was limited to participants following a gluten-free 
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diet in the absence of a medical diagnosis of a gluten intolerance, this research objective 

provides insight into why consumers voluntarily adhere to a gluten-free diet. Although no 

participants in this study have a medical diagnosed health reason to follow a gluten-free 

diet, many participants attributed following a gluten-free diet to obtain positive health 

results. Many participants also described the gluten-free diet as an overall healthier 

lifestyle for the average consumer and view gluten-containing foods as an indulgence. 

Many participants indicated an innate correlation between gluten and carbohydrates or 

sugar. Furthermore, the participants equated this correlation with negative health 

outcomes. Some participants recognized the gluten-free diet as only necessary for people 

with medical conditions; however, many participants said they believed the average 

consumer has a unique threshold of gluten tolerance regardless of medical diagnosis. 

A Gluten-Free Diet Promotes Overall Health and Positive Feeling 

The perception of gluten-free foods as a healthier and more superior food 

category emerged as a prominent theme of this study. Participants described a gluten-free 

diet as a means to promote overall health and feeling. Rachel described the health and 

feeling of a gluten-free diet as: “I don’t necessarily think it is healthier, but I feel like it 

makes me feel better so it is worth it to me to seek those products out.” 

Hannah said she believes the gluten-free diet is healthier: “I do think I have less 

bloating when I eat less gluten.” Hannah stated she does “not have celiac disease or 

gluten intolerance” and believed gluten causes negative health effects: “I think it is 

destroying your stomach lining and ability to digest food well. It is irritating. So, I am 

trying to reduce it so it is not irritating as much and my body can digest it properly.” 

Hannah said gluten has evolved over the years and she is fearful about the change: “I do 
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believe the gluten we are eating in the last 10 years or so has changed and is not as good 

for our body as it used to be for our parents or grandparents, so I am trying to reduce it as 

much as possible.” 

When shown a food product with a “Gluten-Free” FOP claim, Olivia stated: “It 

says ‘gluten-free’. I feel like it is going to be a more natural, healthy product.” When 

asked whether or not the gluten-free diet is healthier, Olivia replied: “Overall, I would 

say yes.” She further expressed the gluten-free diet “reduces inflammation in your body 

and affects overall health and weight.” 

Natalie described the gluten-free diet as a healthier option: “I think it is healthy 

for the average consumer, because they may have issues and don’t know what’s doing it 

and it could be the gluten doing it. I push it to everyone.” She also shared the value of 

following a gluten-free diet: “It is important to me to know I’m eating better.” 

When asked if the gluten-free diet is healthier, Katherine replied: “It probably is, 

but I don’t feel like I have done enough research.” 

Gluten is Associated with Carbohydrates 

 Many participants naturally associated health benefits of a gluten-free diet with 

benefits of a low-carbohydrate and low-sugar diet. However, participants’ responses 

indicated they often connect avoiding gluten as a catalyst of health benefits rather than 

avoiding carbohydrates or sugar. Leah stated: “Foods that are high in gluten and high in 

sugar are very inflammatory, so adopting gluten-free lifestyle sometimes will get rid of 

some inflammation in your body.” Leah also said she believes the long-term health 

effects of a diet consisting of gluten include: “Diabetes, pre-diabetes, and different 

intestinal GI issues.” Furthermore, Leah explained: “Some things are gluten-free, but not 
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necessarily sugar-free. If you are really adopting the lower carb lifestyle, you have to 

look at both aspects.” 

When asked if the gluten-free diet is healthier, Olivia replied: “If you are doing 

gluten-free and just getting rid of pasta, breads, and trying to eat more healthy and clean, 

then I think it is healthier.” 

Christina associated gluten with carbohydrates: “I think some of the things that 

have gluten can lead to an increased type 2 diabetes. I think so many of those products 

are carb heavy.” 

Annette shared: “I don’t want to necessarily say gluten is the issue. I think overall 

carbs. I’m seeing more and more people doing low-carb lifestyle. … To me, that is 

healthier.” 

A few participants added a caveat that a gluten-free diet is healthier unless gluten-

free alternatives are overly processed. Christina said:  

I believe that probably certain gluten-free diets are healthier. I think it is probably 
possible to eat a lot of processed gluten-free foods… Some people think it is 
healthier by default and I just don’t believe that at all. I feel like a lot of products 
with gluten don’t necessarily add anything to our diet that we necessarily need, 
and it is easy for those calories to really add up. 
 
Olivia said: “Gluten-free [foods] might be free of gluten, but because of that, they 

have added so much other junk that it is just as unhealthy. I feel like a lot of gluten-free 

products have tons of sugar.” 

People Have Different Thresholds for Gluten Tolerance 

 When considering why people adopt a gluten-free diet, participants shared the 

belief that people have different thresholds for tolerating gluten. Rachel stated: “I think 

there is some correlations between how much gluten you eat and how much gluten is in 
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your diet, and how it makes you feel. My husband still eats things that have wheat and 

gluten in them, and I’m not going to shame him for it. He doesn’t have the same 

symptoms as me. If I didn’t have symptoms, I probably wouldn’t be so specific about it.” 

 Participants also described a gluten-free diet in a context as a treatment for a 

diagnosed medical intolerance. Hannah said: “Some people digest [gluten] without any 

problems and over time you can develop an intolerance to it, or you can have a disease 

that prevents you from digesting it.” 

When asked if a gluten-free diet is healthier, Molly recognizes the diet may not be 

necessary for everyone, but it works for her: “For me, yes. For people that don’t need it, 

no. But for me, absolutely.” 

Annette also believes that following a gluten-free diet is a personal decision based 

on individual needs or health goals: “I don’t think gluten is bad. I just think some people 

can’t tolerate it. I just think some people either choose to be gluten-free or have health 

issues to go gluten-free.” 

Olivia said she believes a diet consisting of gluten impacts the general health of 

some people and is especially terrible for people with celiac disease: “If you are celiac, 

obviously [gluten] is affecting your intestines every time you eat it.” 

Interestingly, many participants described their tendency to treat gluten-

containing foods as an indulgence or ‘special treat’. When asked how she would handle 

wanting to purchase a food product with no “Gluten-Free” label, Leah stated: 

“Depending on what it is, and if I’m in the mood for a cheat day, then sometimes I’ll get 

it.” 
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Hannah said she would rather purchase name-brand potato chips with no “Gluten-

Free” FOP because: “If are going to eat crappy food I would want a good tasting one. I 

do see there is ‘gluten-free’ on the other product, but that would not be enough for me to 

buy it.” She further explained: “I would rather go with the brand to indulge, at least 

indulge in the good stuff.” 

Hannah would choose to eat gluten-containing potato chips because she views the 

snack as: “Just like a special treat.” 
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CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSIONS, DISCUSSION, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Overview 

 As consumers are exposed to a plethora of food product labeling claims with 

every trip to the grocery store, this study explored the phenomenon of how parents 

perceive and utilize the “Gluten-Free” FOP labeling claim during the food decision-

making process. Limited research has been published about the use and perception of the 

“Gluten-Free” FOP, even though the adoption rate of the gluten-free diet continues to 

climb. This study utilized a qualitative approach to investigate how parents make sense of 

the “Gluten-Free” FOP claim during a grocery shopping experience and explore the 

“why” behind opinion and perception formation. The findings of this study were derived 

from data collected during 11 in-depth interviews with parents who purchase gluten-free 

foods “as often as possible” with no diagnosed medical reason to adhere to a gluten-free 

diet. The following research objectives were used to guide the study: 

RO1: Explore how consumers use the “Gluten-Free” FOP during the decision-

making process. 

RO2: Examine consumers’ perceptions of the “Gluten-Free” FOP claim on 

naturally gluten-free foods. 

RO3: Describe consumer perceptions of the gluten-free diet. 

This chapter provides conclusions and discussion regarding the findings of this 

study. In addition, this chapter provides recommendations for practitioners and future 

research to continue investigating the phenomenon of consumers perceive and use the 

“Gluten-Free” FOP labeling claim. 
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Conclusions and Discussion 

Research Objective One 

 The first research objective was to explore how consumers utilize the “Gluten-

Free” FOP during the decision-making process and explore consumers’ thought process 

when evaluating food products. Findings provide support that consumers actively search 

for the “Gluten-Free” FOP, utilize the “Gluten-Free” FOP as a heuristic tool to minimize 

cognitive effort, and view the “Gluten-Free” FOP as trustworthy. 

 Consumers actively search for the “Gluten-Free” FOP. Little is known about 

how consumers use and form opinions regarding absence labeling claims (Yeh et al., 

2019). Although research conducted by McFadden and Malone (2018) was specific to the 

non-GMO FOP claim, findings of the current study support previous research that 

absence-claims can nudge consumers during the decision-making process. The current 

study described consumers as naturally drawn to food products that feature a variety of 

absence labeling claims. This is evidenced by participants’ comments about noticing 

various absence claims when shown food products or asked to discuss what factors are 

considered when shopping for groceries. Many participants said they were naturally 

drawn to food products with absence claims such as “gluten-free”, “dairy-free’, “no sugar 

added”, “non-GMO”, “soy-free”, “preservative-free”, “no-MSG”, and “no hormones”. 

One participant even shared food products containing absence claims will comprise 90% 

of items in her shopping cart. Another participant described absence claims as an “added 

bonus” if placed on the front of a food package. A few participants made statements that 

indicate food products containing absence claims are less processed than similar food 

products lacking the absence claim. The “Gluten-Free” absence FOP was 
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overwhelmingly noted by all participants as a claim they are naturally drawn to on a food 

product package. 

 Many participants expressed they are not only drawn to absence FOP claims but 

rely on these claims when evaluating food products. These findings support research 

conducted by Zysk et al. (2019) who found consumers with and without celiac disease 

who follow a gluten-free diet rely on the simplicity of the “Gluten-Free” FOP claim when 

making food purchasing decisions, as they may not understand complex information 

found on the nutrition panel. Outside of this research, little has been found to understand 

how consumers make sense of FOP labeling claims (André et al., 2019). The current 

study found participants actively look for the “Gluten-Free” absence claim to be present 

on food products. Participants used terms including “search for” and “specifically look 

for” to describe their interaction with the “Gluten-Free” FOP. These findings are 

supported by Centurión et al. (2019) who found consumers fixate their eyes on FOP 

claims located on food product packages. 

 It is important to note than in addition to being drawn to and relying on the 

“Gluten-Free” FOP claim, many participants admitted to using the “Gluten-Free” FOP 

before referencing the Nutrition Facts panel or ingredient list. These findings are 

consistent with Grunert and Wills (2007) who described how consumers are less likely to 

reference the nutrition panel when nutrition information is located on the front of a food 

package. Participants said they focus on content displayed on the front of the food 

package before either confirming the product is gluten-free based on the ingredient list or 

using the nutrition panel or ingredient list to make a purchasing decision based on other 

factors. One participant specifically mentioned forming an opinion about the gluten 
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presence or absence in a food product solely based on the FOP. These findings are 

consistent with the FDA’s (2018) explanation that a FOP decreases the likelihood of 

consumers referencing the nutrition panel. 

 The “Gluten-Free” FOP is used as a heuristic tool. One of the most powerful 

findings of this study is recognizing consumers utilization of the “Gluten-Free” FOP as a 

heuristic tool. Participants used this claim as a heuristic tool to minimize cognitive effort 

when evaluating food products, which supports the findings of Hartmann et al. (2018) 

who found “free-from” claims require less cognitive effort than nutrition panels. Many 

participants described how the presence of a “Gluten-Free” FOP claim will capture their 

attention to further consider the product. Participants described products that include a 

“Gluten-Free” FOP as products they will “fall for” or “catch my eye initially.” These 

findings are consistent with Menger-Ogle and Graham (2018) who also found nutrition 

claims located on the front of food packages catch consumers’ attention. Without 

implementing any type of cognitive effort, consumers are more apt to further investigate 

a food product due to the shear inclusion of a “Gluten-Free” FOP. These findings are 

similar to the results of a study by Burton et al. (2015) who described how consumers 

utilize food labeling claims as a heuristic tool and view food products with a claim as a 

healthier option. 

 In addition to capturing attention, participants said they utilized the “Gluten-Free” 

FOP to save time and arrive at a quicker purchasing decision. These findings support 

Hartmann et al.’s (2018) suggestion that consumers who frequently search for specific 

food labels rely on heuristic processing. Participants described the “Gluten-Free” FOP as 

a time saver by providing “less work to scan all the products” and not worrying or 
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thinking “about if the food has gluten”. Furthermore, participants described picking up 

food products with the “Gluten-Free” FOP and quickly moving on to the next item on 

their grocery list. One participant noted the inclusion of a “Gluten-Free” FOP made it 

easier for parents to find gluten-free foods for children who are picky eaters. These 

findings support Van Kleef and Dagevos’ (2015) discussion of how consumers view 

FOPs as a comprehensive, balanced summary of a food’s healthiness. The findings 

suggest consumers often use the “Gluten-Free” FOP as a summary of the food attributes 

in an effort to make a quicker food purchasing decision. 

 The “Gluten-Free” FOP is viewed as trustworthy. This study found that 

consumers view the “Gluten-Free” FOP as a trustworthy piece of information to use 

when making a purchasing decision. Findings suggest consumers do not often question 

the authenticity of FOP claims. Not only do consumers use FOP labeling claims as a 

heuristic tool, but also express a sense of trustworthiness for these time-saving FOPs. 

Many participants expressed fully trusting that foods containing a “Gluten-Free” FOP do 

not contain gluten. In addition, many participants shared feeling no need to double check 

the accuracy of such claims, but rather the “Gluten-Free” FOP claim evoked a feeling of 

confidence in the ingredients. One participant described a food product containing a 

“Gluten-Free” FOP as “more likely to trust it right off the bat.” Another participant 

shared she fully trusts FOP claims and takes the claim for granted. One participant said 

she trusted FOP claims because they are created by manufacturers or producers who are 

more knowledgeable about what goes into food and what types of foods people desire. 

These findings are supported by Abrams et al. (2015) who found parents believed 

children food products containing pictures of fruit and health claims were healthier than 
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other products lacking FOP claims. Furthermore, these researchers found parents may 

recognize their initial impression of a food product is not always accurate; however, they 

rarely choose to consider a product past the initial impression (Abrams et al., 2015). 

 Interestingly, one participant naturally trusted the “Gluten-Free” FOP claim and 

applied a health halo effect. This finding is consistent with research conducted by Fernan 

et al. (2018) who found FOP labeling claims can encourage consumers to apply a health 

halo effect and perceive the food as overall healthier. When shown a green “Gluten-Free” 

FOP, this participant expressed an association between green and organic, and then a 

correlation between the “Gluten-Free” FOP labeling claim and overall healthiness. This 

finding supports the conceptual framework of a halo effect, which is a cognitive bias 

where consumers overgeneralize concepts (Roe et al., 1999). Combining the findings of 

this study that consumers use the “Gluten-Free” FOP as a heuristic tool and fully trust 

this claim supports findings by Lee et al. (2013) who found consumers who consult 

nutrition labels exhibit a weaker health halo effect. Conversely, this study found 

consumers often apply heuristics and do not consult the Nutrition Facts panel, which can 

support the association of a health halo effect. 

Research Objective Two 

 The second research objective examined consumers’ perception of the “Gluten-

Free” FOP claim when displayed on naturally gluten-free foods. The concept of placing 

an attribute-related claim on a food product in which the mentioned attribute is inherent 

to the product category is considered a “hollow” claim (Burke et al., 1997). Findings of 

this study suggest the presence of hollow “Gluten-Free” FOP claims lead to consumers 

becoming confused and raise misperceptions regarding naturally gluten-free foods, 
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reinforce the use of heuristics during the decision-making process, and are recognized as 

a marketing tactic. 

 Hollow claims are confusing and raise misperceptions. Hollow “Gluten-Free” 

FOP claims confused participants and surfaced misperceptions regarding food 

wholesomeness. When participants were asked about the inclusion of a “Gluten-Free” 

FOP on a whole muscle beef steak, participants began to share that they originally 

thought all whole muscle beef products were gluten-free, but since some products include 

a labeling claim, perhaps whole muscle beef products could contain gluten. Questions 

about whether beef is injected or seasoned with gluten-containing ingredients surfaced. 

Similarly, Harris et al. (2011) found similar findings that when nutrition-related FOP 

claims are included on food products, consumers often overgeneralize the meaning of the 

claim, which leads to confusion. These findings are further supported by the U.S. 

Government Accountability Office’s (2011) discussion that consumers have difficulty 

distinguishing amongst different claims and are often confused regarding claim 

requirements. 

 The hollow “Gluten-Free” FOP claims made participants wonder why the label of 

one beef product would include the “Gluten-Free” FOP and a different brand of the same 

product does not contain the claim. Consistent with the FDA’s (2018) explanation of 

viewing FOPs as confusing, this study finds consumers become confused with hollow 

“Gluten-Free” FOP claims. When considering a hollow “Gluten-Free” FOP claim in the 

context of a whole muscle beef cut, participants began to question the wholesomeness of 

beef products and began to wonder if fillers or binders are present in whole muscle beef 

cuts. One participant shared: “It would confuse me with ‘gluten-free’ on a piece of meat 
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or fish. It would raise some questions in my head.” These results are supported by 

previous research (Colby et al., 2010; Schleenbecker & Hamm, 2013) that found 

consumers inaccurately perceive FOP claims. Beyranevand (2017) also worried if an 

“ordinary purchaser” could be misled by food labeling claims. 

 Several participants shared misperceptions formed as a result of a hollow 

“Gluten-Free” FOP claim on a whole muscle beef product. Participants said they 

assumed beef products including a “Gluten-Free” FOP claim were derived from cattle fed 

a gluten-free diet. Misperceptions about the “Gluten-Free” FOP claim’s association with 

agricultural production methods formed as a result of the “Gluten-Free” FOP. These 

findings are consistent with Siegrist and Keller (2011) who found consumers do not 

always accurately interpret claims located on food product packages, and claims can 

create skepticism for food products. Research conducted by Prada et al. (2017) also found 

consumers inaccurately perceive FOP labeling claims. 

 Participants shared “Gluten-Free” FOP claims, especially symbols designed with 

a slash over a wheat graphic, can negatively impact perception of wheat and gluten. 

Participants shared slashes are often viewed as a warning sign and that it is desirable to 

have a product free of wheat. These findings suggest some “Gluten-Free” FOP labeling 

claims may cause consumers to experience a negative connotation with wheat or gluten. 

 Hollow claims reinforce heuristics. When consumers are subjected to hollow 

claims on food products, the use of heuristics is reinforced. Participants said they 

appreciated the ability to make a faster decision without questioning the composition of 

food products, even if the food products are naturally gluten-free. One participant stated, 

“It makes my decision faster and easier if I can just spot the logo. Even though by nature 
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it is gluten-free, it makes my decision easier and faster.” These findings are supported by 

Blancke et al. (2015) who describe the use of heuristics as applying automatic intuitions 

to form a quick assessment of a food product. 

 Participants said they appreciated the hollow “Gluten-Free” claim to provide 

clarity, even though they recognize the product is inherently gluten-free. Participants also 

shared a desire for more hollow “Gluten-Free” FOP claims to appear in the marketplace 

to provide additional clarity. Many comments described support for hollow claims on 

products such as water, especially for people “uneducated” about gluten. Participants 

referenced the value of hollow claims as providing clarity and making it unnecessary to 

turn the package over the reference the Nutrition Facts panel or ingredient list. 

Participants’ reliance on this claim became evident. 

 Gluten-free consumers recognize hollow claims as a marketing tactic. Many 

participants shared a realization for hollow “Gluten-Free” claims as a marketing tactic for 

manufacturers to sell more products. Early research regarding FOP claims found food 

products with FOP claims were purchased more often than products without FOP claims 

(Schucker et al., 1992). The FDA (2018) described manufacturers’ use of FOP label 

claims to encourage consumers to purchase products. Although those findings are general 

to any type of FOP, findings of the current study support consumers’ recognition of the 

hollow “Gluten-Free” FOP as a marketing tactic to promote sales. Participants described 

hollow “Gluten-Free” FOP claims as a way to trick consumers into purchasing specific 

brands. One participant shared: “Sometimes it is a little frustrating because some of the 

products that might advertise as ‘gluten-free’ are products that logically don’t have gluten 

anyway. Sometimes I think it can just be a marketing kind of ploy.” Another participant 
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described hollow “Gluten-Free” FOP claims on water as pointless, but recognized the 

inclusion of this claim may encourage more products to be sold. These findings are 

supported by Fenko et al. (2016) who discussed the skepticism consumers can incur as a 

result of too many labeling claims present on a food product and an overwhelming 

amount of stimuli to process. 

 Participants also describe perceiving hollow “Gluten-Free” claims as unique to 

comparable products. Meaning the presence of a hollow “Gluten-Free” claim prompts 

consumers to believe competitive products lacking the claim contain gluten. One 

participant stated, “My assumption is that a normal product would have [gluten] and [the 

“Gluten-Free” label] is what makes this product unique that it doesn’t have it.” 

 Participants shared frustration of hollow “Gluten-Free” claims being overused. 

When asked about hollow “Gluten-Free” claims placed on water, one participant shared, 

“‘Gluten-free’ labeling is overused. My seven-year-old son can recognize the symbol. He 

didn’t understand why we couldn’t get a bottle of vodka when it said ‘gluten-free’.” The 

inclusion of “Gluten-Free” FOP claims on food products have become widely 

recognized, and consumers are beginning to notice the overuse of these claims on food 

products. 

Research Objective Three 

 The third research objective sought to describe consumers’ perceptions of the 

gluten-free diet and explore why parents voluntarily follow a gluten-free diet with no 

diagnosed medical reason. Findings indicate participants believed a gluten-free diet 

promotes overall health and elicits an overall more positive feeling. Many participants 

shared narrative which highlighted a natural correlation between gluten and 



Texas Tech University, Jaelyn Peckman, May 2020 

 92 

carbohydrates or sugar. Overwhelmingly, participants recognized people have differing 

levels of gluten tolerance and treat gluten-containing foods as an indulgence. These 

findings are consistent with previous research that found FOP claims impact consumers’ 

perceptions of healthiness of foods (André et al., 2019). 

 A gluten-free diet promotes overall health and positive feeling. Because none of 

these participants had a medically diagnosed reason to follow a gluten-free diet, it was 

interesting to find most participants follow this diet to promote overall health and a 

positive feeling. Many participants described the gluten-free diet as a more healthy and 

natural diet, which is consistent with Hartmann et al. (2018) who found food products 

containing gluten are viewed as unnatural and removing gluten can make the food 

product more natural. When viewing a food product package with a “Gluten-Free” FOP, 

one participant shared, “It says ‘gluten-free’. I feel like it is going to be a more natural, 

healthy product.” Many participants attributed the gluten-free diet as gaining an overall 

better feeling. The findings of adhering to a gluten-free diet to promote overall health is 

synonymous to previous research that describes the rising popularity of a gluten-free diet 

as partly due to a desire to promote overall health and to manage weight (Christoph et al., 

2018; Gaesser & Angadi, 2012). Priven et al. (2015) found similar results regarding 

general “free-from” claims. These researchers found consumers perceived products 

containing a “free-from” claim as healthier than products lacking a “free-from” claim 

(Priven et al., 2016). 

 Gluten is associated with carbohydrates. Participants associated gluten and 

carbohydrates, and also associated health benefits of following a gluten-free diet with 

benefits of a low-carbohydrate or low-sugar diet. Responses often connected gluten as the 
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source of health benefits, rather than carbohydrates or sugar. In other words, participants 

equated the health effects of a gluten-free diet the same as a low-carbohydrate or low-

sugar diet. One participant described long-term health effects of a gluten-containing diet 

as one riddled with diabetes, pre-diabetes, and other intestinal issues. These findings are 

supported by previous research which suggests consumers follow a gluten-free diet to 

promote overall health, manage weight (Christoph et al., 2018; Gaesser & Angadi, 2012), 

and adopt a new lifestyle (Hartmann et al., 2018). 

 Many participants shared a caveat that gluten-free diets are only healthier if 

choosing minimally processed gluten-free foods and by following a clean eating diet. 

Participants shared that many gluten-free alternatives are overly processed. One 

participant shared, “…gluten-free might be free of gluten, but because of that they have 

added so much other junk that it is made it just as unhealthy.” These findings suggest 

consumers do not view all gluten-free products as equal in healthiness. Rather, consumers 

associated a gluten-free diet as healthier when gluten-free alternatives are minimally 

processed. 

 People have different thresholds for gluten tolerance. Responses from 

participants regarding the need to follow a gluten-free diet seemed to fall along a gluten 

digestion threshold continuum. Although a few participants recognized a gluten-free diet 

as a treatment for a diagnosed medical intolerance, the majority of participants indicated 

the average consumer holds a unique threshold for gluten tolerance. Participants 

expressed the notion that people have differing thresholds for gluten tolerance, regardless 

of medical diagnosis. Specifically, this concept promotes the thought that most people 

will, at some consumption level, have a negative health effect from eating gluten-
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containing foods. These results suggest a correlation between the amount of gluten 

consumed and overall health. The findings further suggest each person has a unique 

threshold, some higher or lower than others, to digest gluten without negative health 

implications. 

Many participants described their view of gluten-containing foods as an 

indulgence or ‘special treat’. These findings suggest the gluten-free diet is treated as a fad 

diet and can be dismissed at a moment’s notice. Participants often described eating 

gluten-containing foods on a ‘cheat day’ or when wanting a ‘special treat’. These findings 

are supported by previous researchers who have described the gluten-free diet as one of 

the most popular fad diets (Marcason, 2011; Pietzak, 2012; Walker & Abrams, 2016). 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

This study was designed to explore the phenomenon of how parents perceive and 

utilize the “Gluten-Free” FOP labeling claim during the decision-making process. The 

findings of this study provide recommendations for practitioners to implement within 

industry and to guide future research regarding gluten-free diets and food labeling. 

Results of this study can be used to shape the future of the food and marketing industries. 

Practitioners 

 As the general public has an increasing interest in learning how food is produced 

and a growing awareness of the connection between food and health, the results of this 

study recommend a greater emphasis needs to be placed on educating consumers to 

properly interpret front-of-package food labeling claims. Agricultural commodity 

organizations, cooperative extension programs, and secondary education should strive to 

design and implement curriculum educational programming to encourage more informed 
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perspectives of various FOP claims. The goal of these educational initiatives should be to 

transition consumer decision making process from relying on heuristics to becoming 

better equipped with knowledge to make more informed food choices based on accurate 

background knowledge supported with the nutrition panel and ingredient list. These 

education platforms can also provide consumers with the skills necessary to accurately 

identify and react to products featuring hollow “Gluten-Free” FOP claims. 

 Although the marketplace is designed for selling products and earning a profit, 

food labels must not be misleading for consumers to interpret. Currently, the USDA FDA 

and FSIS utilize a reactive process to regulate food labeling claims. Findings from this 

study suggest FOP claims are often misleading, especially hollow “Gluten-Free” claims. 

This study found a hollow “Gluten-Free” FOP can lead to misinformation about 

agricultural production and raise questions regarding food wholesomeness. The FDA and 

USDA FSIS should restructure government oversight of food labeling claims to transition 

from a reactive regulation process to a proactive process. This study recommends the 

FDA and USDA FSIS implement a front-of-package approval process that does not allow 

hollow health claims to appear on food packages. This is recommended as a service to 

protect consumers and ensure manufacturers are accurately and truthfully reflecting 

product attributes and consumers are forming food perceptions based on accurate 

information. This recommendation is specifically vital for consideration due to 

consumers’ common use of heuristics during the food decision-making process. 

Further recommendations suggest food manufacturing companies conduct proper 

market research before designing front-of-package designs for food products. The 

findings of this study suggest the presence of a hollow “Gluten-Free” claim often 
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confused consumers. Hollow “Gluten-Free” FOP claims also reinforce heuristic 

processing. The food purchasing decision a consumer will make when confusion is paired 

with heuristic thinking is unknown. In addition, consumers recognize hollow “Gluten-

Free” FOP claims as a marketing tactic. Some consumers appreciated the extra clarity, 

while others become annoyed with the overuse of hollow “Gluten-Free” FOP claims. 

Food manufacturing companies should further research the potential negative impacts of 

placing hollow “Gluten-Free” claims on food products before investing resources to 

design new packaging. 

 Findings of this study suggest consumers follow a gluten-free diet in an effort to 

promote overall health and a positive feeling, even without a medical diagnosis. This 

study suggests consumers correlate a gluten-free product as more natural or minimally 

processed. Consumers often associate the health benefits of a gluten-free diet as the 

benefits observed from following a low-carbohydrate or low-sugar diet, rather than 

recognizing “gluten-free” is lacking a protein. These findings suggest consumers are 

confused between the difference between gluten-free and low-carbohydrate or low-sugar 

diets. Influential health organizations, such as the American Medical Association, should 

implement more effective patient education programs to overcome the misinformed 

perspective of a gluten-free diet directly achieving positive health results for the average 

consumer. In the current marketplace, consumers could be making food purchasing 

decisions and paying niche prices to adhere to a gluten-free diet to achieve health benefits 

more commonly associated with low-carbohydrate or low-sugar. 
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Research 

 Although this study was restricted to consumers who voluntarily follow a gluten-

free diet with no medical diagnosis of a gluten intolerance, many participants spoke using 

language as though they believe, at some level, an intolerance exists. Many participants 

mentioned negative blood tests for celiac disease or explicitly stated they did not have an 

intolerance; yet, the terminology of self-diagnosed gluten intolerance surfaced. Future 

research should investigate the potential prevalence of self-diagnosed gluten intolerance. 

 Results of this study suggest consumers correlate benefits of a gluten-free diet 

with the benefits of a low-carbohydrate or low-sugar diet. Gluten is a protein structure so 

it is interesting to find a consumer correlation between gluten and sugar. A 

recommendation for future research is to investigate consumers’ knowledge of gluten and 

how their perceived definition of gluten affects opinion formation. In addition, findings 

of this study suggest future research should explore the potential correlation between 

gluten and the clean eating trend. 

 Although this study focused on consumer perception of a generic “Gluten-Free” 

FOP, future research should examine consumers’ perceptions of the Certified “Gluten-

Free” claim compared to the “Gluten-Free” claims not certified by a third-party 

authorizer. The agricultural communications and marketing fields could benefit from this 

research as FOP labeling claims are continuing to increase in commonality and food 

manufacturers seek to provide credible information on packaging. 

 Although not restricted to a female population, all participants who qualified for 

this study were female. Future research should examine the awareness and use of a 

“Gluten-Free” FOP labeling claim in the male population. McCluskey and Loureiro 
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(2003) found women are typically more concerned with food safety than men. Future 

research should build upon this research to gain valuable insight to determine if men and 

women use food package information differently or similarly. 

Future research regarding the gluten-free diet should explore consumers’ source 

of information about food and nutrition topics. Because all of this study’s participants 

were recruited through Facebook nutrition and health groups, it would be interesting to 

investigate the impact of information source on opinion formation. A future study 

exploring perceptions of the gluten-free diet by those who actively seek out information 

regarding nutrition topics compared to consumers who do not will provide insight into 

factors influencing opinion formation. This line of inquiry would add to the body of 

knowledge to examine if perceptions of and opinions about the gluten-free diet are 

impacted by selective attention to health and nutrition topics. 

The agricultural industry would benefit from future research regarding 

willingness to purchase gluten-free foods. Although the results of this study explored 

perceptions of a gluten-free diet, it is valuable to conduct continued research to 

investigate what impacts willingness to purchase gluten-free foods. This research would 

benefit the agricultural industry by providing further insight into consumer purchasing 

behaviors of agricultural products. 
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APPENDIX A 
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Courtney Meyers  
Ag Education and Communication  
 
Re: IRB2019-631 Impact of “Gluten-Free” Food Label Claim on Parent Decision Making  
 
Findings: Approved.   
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Once your research is complete and no identifiable data remains, please use a Closure 
Submission to archive this study. IRBs that remain active are subject to audit by the IRB.  
 
Sincerely,  
 
 
 
 
 
Scott Burris, Ph.D.  
Chair Texas Tech University Institutional Review Board  
Professor, Department of Agricultural Education and Communications  
Human Research Protection Program  
357 Administration Building  
Lubbock, Texas 79409-1075  
T 806.742.2064  
www.hrpp.ttu.edu 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ORIGINAL SIGNATURE 
AVAILABLE UPON REQUEST 



Texas Tech University, Jaelyn Peckman, May 2020 

 120 

APPENDIX B 
 

SCREENING QUESTIONNAIRE 
 
Screening Questionnaire for Thesis 

 
Q1 What is your age as of September 1, 2019? 

________________________________________________________________ 
 
 

 
Q2 Do you regularly purchase groceries and food products for yourself and/or your 
household? 

o Yes (1)  

o No (2)  
 
 

 
Q3 How often do you grocery shop? 

o Once per month (1)  

o Every other week (2)  

o Once per week (3)  

o Multiple times per week (4)  
 
 

 
Q4 Have you or anyone in your immediate family been diagnosed with Celiac disease or 
another diagnosis preventing the consumption of gluten?  

o Yes - someone in my family has a diagnosed gluten-intolerance (1)  

o No - nobody in my family has a diagnosed gluten-intolerance (2)  
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Q5 How often do you buy "Gluten-Free" foods? 

o Rarely (1)  

o Occasionally (2)  

o As often as possible (3)  
 
 

 
Q6 If selected to participate in this study, can you confirm your participation in a one-
hour video conference interview with the student researcher? This interview can be 
scheduled to best fit your availability. A computer/laptop with internet connectivity and a 
webcam are required. A Starbucks gift card will be sent to your email after the interview 
as a 'thank you for participating'! 

o Yes (1)  

o No (2)  
 
 

 
Q7 Please provide your email address. 

________________________________________________________________ 
 
 

 
Q8 By clicking 'I Agree,' you are agreeing to all items discussed in the attached consent 
form. For more information about your participation in this study, click here: Thesis 
consent form 

o I Agree (1)  

o I Do Not Agree (2)  
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APPENDIX C 
 

THESIS CONSENT FORM 
 

CONSENT FORM 
What is this research studying? 
The study is researching the thoughts and ideas behind food product purchases. This 
study will help us learn about the decision making process while shopping for food 
products. 
 
What would I do if I participate? 
In this study, you will be asked to set up a time to meet with the researcher via an online 
video conferencing platform such as Skype or Zoom. The video conference will be a 
conversation using a questioning guide regarding your food product purchasing 
decisions. 
 
Can I quit if I become uncomfortable? 
Yes, absolutely. Dr. Courtney Meyers and Texas Tech University’s Institutional Review 
Board have reviewed this research project and think you can participate comfortably. 
However, you can skip parts of the research you are not comfortable with and stop at any 
time. You will keep all the benefits of participating even if you stop. Participating is your 
choice. 
 
How long will participation take? 
We are asking for approximately one hour of your time. 
 
How are you protecting privacy? 
Your name will not be linked to any material in reports, publications or presentations. No 
one other than the researchers associated with this project will have access to the raw 
data. Al related documentation will be stored in the researcher’s locked office and on a 
password protected computer. 
 
What will happen to my data? 
Your information collected as part of the research, even if identifiers are removed, will 
not be used or distributed for future research studies. 
 
How will I benefit from participating? 
You will receive a $10 e-gift card to Starbucks at the conclusion of the interview for your 
participation. We appreciate your time and effort with this research study.  
 
I have some questions about this study. Who can I ask? 
This study is being run by Dr. Courtney Meyers and Jaelyn Peckman from the 
Department of Agricultural Education and Communications at Texas Tech University. If 
you have questions, you can call her at 806/834-4364. Texas Tech University also has a 
Board that protects the rights of people who participate in research. You can contact them 
at 806/742-2064 or hrpp@ttu.edu. 
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APPENDIX D 
 

INITIAL EMAIL 
Hello! 
 
Thank you for filling out the Food Product survey link I posted on Facebook! I	am	
working	towards	my	Master	of	Science	from	Texas	Tech	University,	and	this	project	
is	for	my	thesis.	I	greatly	appreciate	your	willingness	to	participate	in	this	study. 
 
One item I overlooked adding to the pre-screening survey is whether or not you are a 
parent. If you are, I would be so excited to invite you to participate. We will meet one 
time via Zoom, which is a free online video conferencing platform. 
 
Attached to this email is the Thesis Consent Form. I know you've already selected 'I 
Agree' on the pre-screening survey to agree to the terms of this study, so no further 
action is needed for approval, but this will provide more information if you have 
questions. 
 
I expect the interview to take between 30 and 45 minutes. Would you have availability 
to connect the week of ____________? 
 
As always, feel free to let me know any questions you have. 
 
I look forward to hearing from you. Thanks! 
 
Jaelyn Peckman 
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APPENDIX E 
 

QUESTIONING GUIDE 
 
 

Exploring the Influence of the “Gluten-Free” Label Claim on Parents’ Food 
Purchasing Decisions 

 
For use during the in-depth interviews. 
 
Good morning/afternoon. My name is Jaelyn Peckman and I am a student at Texas 
Tech University in the Department of Agricultural Education and Communications. 
I will be hosting today’s interview discussion and appreciate your willingness to visit 
with me today! After this interview is complete, a gift card will be sent to you via 
email. 
 
Please know that all of your thoughts, opinions, and ideas are valued. To ensure I 
fully comprehend our interview, I will be using an audio and video recording device. 
Your name will never be connected to any documentation and our conversation is 
completely anonymous. After this research project is complete, the recording of this 
interview will be destroyed. Your participation in this research project is voluntary 
and if you would like to stop the interview or skip a question at any time, please let 
me know. 
 
Thank you very much for meeting today and being willing to help with this project! 
 
Today will just be a conversation. Feel free to say anything that comes to mind when 
a question is asked and share any thoughts or feelings you have. Do you have any 
questions at this point? 
 
Let’s get started. 
 

1. When you are shopping for food, what factors motivate your purchase of food 
products? 

a. Prompt: Do you follow advice from doctors, celebrities, news, websites, 
family, friends, etc.? 
 

2. Are there certain products you are willing to pay a higher price for? Why? 
 

3. When you are walking through a grocery store aisle, what draws your eye to a 
food product and might convince you to place it in your shopping cart? 

 
4. We are going to begin to look at a few food products. For each comparison, which 

are you more likely to buy and why? *Show pictures of food labels: 
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a. First, we will look at two milk containers. 

(A) Milk with a “gluten-free” food label claim vs. (B) milk with no such 
claim. 

       
 
 

b. Next, we will look at two pretzel packages. 
(A) Pretzels with a “gluten-free” food label claim vs. (B) pretzels with no 
such claim. 
 

 

    
 

c. Now, we will look at two pasta jars. 
(A) Pasta sauce with no such claim vs. (B) pasta sauce with a “gluten-
free” food label claim. 
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d. Next, we will look at two ground beef packages. 
(A) Ground beef with a “gluten-free” food label claim vs. (B) ground beef 
with no such claim. 

    
 
 

e. Finally, we will look at two potato chip packages. 
(A) Potato chips with no such claim vs. (B) potato chip with a “gluten-
free” food label claim. 

    
 

 
5. Thank you for comparing those food products and explaining your reasoning for 

purchasing products. On a normal grocery shopping trip, how much attention do 
you give to the food package information when you are shopping? 

a. Prompt: What do you look for on a food package when making a 
purchasing decision? 

b. Prompt: Do you focus on the brand, nutrition panel, price, front-of-label 
claims? 

c. Prompt: Are there certain labels or information you’re looking for? Please 
give me an example. 
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Let’s shift into talking more specifically about the information you might find on 
food package labels. 

1. These products have a lot of front-of-package label claims. Which claims stand 
out to you? Do you look for these types of claims? 

 

   
 

2. Many of these claims are about what is not found in the product. We call these “-
free” claims such as fat-free, hormone-free, no-nitrates, preservative-free, and 
gluten-free? What do you think when you see a “-free” claim on a food product? 
 

3. Do you prefer or search for the “-free” claims on food products? 
a. Prompt: When was the last time you purchased a product with a “-free” 

claim? What was it and why did you purchase it? 
 

4. Do you ever find yourself questioning the authenticity of label claims on a food 
product? 
 
 

I’d like to know more about your purchasing preference for foods with a “gluten-
free” label. 
 

1. On the screening survey for this project, you expressed that you regularly 
purchase “gluten-free” foods for your family. What is your reason for trying to 
adopt a “gluten-free” diet? 

a. Prompt: Do you believe the gluten-free diet is healthier?  
b. Prompt: How do you think a diet consisting of gluten affects long-term 

health? Short-term health? 
 

2. Have you done research regarding gluten-free foods?  
a. Prompt: How do you know what food products are gluten-free? 
b. Prompt: What foods are naturally gluten free? 
c. Prompt: Do you look for a specific label?  
d. Prompt: What do you do if you want to purchase a product, but it does not 

have a gluten-free label? 
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3. When you see this type of label, what comes to mind about gluten? 
a. Prompt: What kind of emotion is evoked? 
b. Prompt: How does this label influence your view of gluten? 

 
 

 
4. What words or emotions come to mind about gluten when you see this label? 

Please explain.  
a. Prompt: Does this label make gluten seem bad? Or, a warning to avoid 

gluten? 
 

  
 

5. There are many foods that are labeled “gluten-free”, even water. Is it misleading 
to have a “gluten-free” label on these products or does it provide clarity? 

a. All beef is gluten-free. Does a “gluten-free” label on a steak provide 
clarity or confusion when shopping? 
 

6. How do you describe what gluten is to someone who is not familiar with that 
term? 
 

Thank you for your time visiting with me today. Is there anything else you would 
like to add regarding the “Gluten-Free” label and how it impacts your purchasing 
decisions? 
 
Great! Again, thank you very much for taking time out of your busy schedule to 
help with this research project! Do you happen to know a parent who is trying to 
adopt a gluten-free diet? If so, could you provide their email address? 
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APPENDIX F 
 

POWERPOINT PRESENTATION USED DURING INTERVIEW 
 

 

 

 

 

 


