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Abstract: - Consumer attitude and perception on food quality in general have caused and continue to cause a great
deal of controversy, sparking the interest of food researchers and not only in studying the impact of food quality
and safety on consumer behaviour. Assessing the level of knowledge on quality nutrition among consumers is of
great importance on the metabolic benefits with a primary impact in ensuring and improving health and quality
of life. According to EU Green Deal objectives, especially those highlighted in the Farm to Fork action, food
quality is a key driver for enhancing organic farming as an important long term goal of the Common Agricultural
Policy (CAP). Taking into consideration those realities our paper aims to assess the impact of food quality and
safety on consumers’ choices in Romania, while underlying progress on the main food-related indicators in
Romania. The research methodology is based on a quantitative analysis using the questionnaires on quality of
life as a whole for achieving relevant answers for the aspects regarding the perception on food quality in stages.
Our main conclusion is showing that in Romania the whole system of achieving food security and safety of food
consumption with a certain level of quality must start with food production and distribution system. Thus, it is
necessary that this system responds to all the specific demands of food security without omitting the current
impact of climate change on agriculture and the adaptation of agriculture to procedures meant to reduce the future
impact on the environment. Also the indicators related to food quality in Romania are showing that the higher
share of employed population in agriculture per total employed workforce in the context of small farms and
subsistence agriculture, means that the goods produced are being largely designed for the self-consumption
household, hence EU food quality standards are not always applicable to such products.
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1 Introduction

Food quality is one of the main strategic goals of the reformed CAP, while achieving this objectives must
always take into account the Green Deal approach concerning the impact of agriculture on the climate change.
The so called “greening” of the Common Agricultural Policy has allowed to the European farmers to focus on
developing eco-friendly agricultural products but also on increasing the food quality produced with high
environmental, biodiversity and animal welfare standards (Dragoi, Balgar, 2015).

The impact of organic farming on increasing the food quality in the EU is viewed by many studies as
fundamental (Kahl et al., 2012). The Farm to Fork action is also presenting a great importance to enhance food
quality especially through some key-actions related to the reduction of the use and risk of pesticides by 50%, and
the dedication of 10% of the agricultural area to high-diversity landscapes, hence facilitating alternatives to
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chemical pest control as required in organic farming.

While European farmers are increasingly open to the concept of organic farming and its benefits for
maximizing their economic success, the consumers are also playing an important role in boosting the food quality
all over EU, their choices being fundamental for sustaining the increase of food quality on the internal market.
Currently there is a wide consensus in the literature in the field concerning the role of consumers for boosting
food quality in EU (Aprile et al., 2012; Zander et al., 2015).

Prompted mainly by environmental concerns and in spite of the higher price of organic products, food
quality through organic production is currently supported across EU through an overall system of farm
management and food production that aims at sustainable agriculture, high-quality products and the use of
processes that do not harm the environment, or human, plant or animal health and welfare. The importance of
organic farming as a crucial goal of the greening process of CAP has been highlighted in various research papers
(Siderer et al., 2005; Nasir et al., 2014). Presently, while organic farming is a type of farming supported by the
CAP and the EU's aquaculture policy it may also help deliver on the Green Deal ambition. Organic farming is
important for both environmental protection in the rural areas as for playing an essential part in the transition to
sustainable food production and consumption, while increasing the protection of nature and reversing the
degradation of ecosystems.

There are studies that are pointing out the important differences existing across the Member States concerning
consumers’ choices regarding food quality and organic product (Thggersen, 2010). Such studies are showing that
organic food’s share of total food consumption depends heavily on political regulation, including legal definitions
and standards, financial support to farmers, and a national labeling system, those macro and structural factors
being more important for the sustainability of food consumption than are individual-level attitudinal variables.

In Romania like in other EU Member States the impact of food quality on consumer choices is mostly
stimulated by behavioral predisposition rather than by organic logo or national policies supporting organic
farming. While some studies have underlined the importance of organic logo on stimulating consumer choices
(Argyropoulos, 2013), in Romania, consumers’ knowledge of the EU organic logo remains low. Currently,
organic farming as main driver of increasing food quality needs state subsidies that may be granted as part of
CAP regulation.

Taking into consideration all those realities, our paper aims to assess consumers' attitude and preference
regarding the diversification of the current range of quality food based on a questionnaire, but also the link
between the main agricultural indicators as crop production and farm structure and the food quality of agricultural
products in Romania. Our article aims not only to present the current status-quo in the field but also to identify
some possible new policy action for increasing food quality in Romania mainly in the light of the new actions
included in Green Deal plan (such is the case of the Farm to Fork action).

2 Problem Formulation and Methodology

In order to conduct this study by the questionnaire method, we have resorted to several general and social
methods that highlight the perception and attitude of certain socio-professional groups in the context of the
analysed subject.

The questionnaire method consisted of a random sample that expressed as accurately as possible the
socio-professional structure and the structure of consumers' perception and attitude regarding the quality and the
safety of food consumption. Attitudes and food preferences can be defined as behavioural predisposition, known
in advance, a result of the inner senses, which shows the favourable or unfavourable path, depending on the
subject addressed.

In assessing consumers' attitude and preference regarding the diversification of the current range of
quality food based on the questionnaire, we took into account the analysis of the frequency of responses and of
the correlation between different types of variables depending on respondents' socio-professional grouping. The
questionnaire was designed to provide anticipated-true, usable answers that provide quantifiable data, thus
pursuing the objective of the survey. Thus, it is known that the answer to the questions depends essentially on the
respondents who belong to a certain socio-professional group.

In this study, we applied our own questionnaire, conceived according to the rules provided by the
literature on the information intended to be obtained according to the objectives of the present study. The
guestionnaire was designed to know respondents' attitude and preference to sustainable foods. The questionnaire,
addressed electronically, contained a set of questions of different forms so as to reproduce as accurately as
possible the level of consumers' understanding of food quality who should ultimately feel safe and secure from
eating a food.
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The set of questions referring to the level of understanding food quality on the nutrition label was
designed to lead to measurable results on consumers' concerns about the quality of the products they buy and
consume. Consumers' perception on the safety of several products throughout the supply chain and the different
practices that can reduce the risks posed by food insecurity were also assessed. The role of labels and of different
ways of informing about the consumption habits of quality food was also studied.

Our study also relies on the official database provided by the National Institute of Statistics (National
Institute of Statistics 2019) at NUTS3/County level. The indicators taken into account are the following: 1)
Employment in agriculture (share of employees in agriculture of total employees, %); ii) active enterprises in
agriculture (total number of active enterprises in agriculture of total active enterprises, %); iii) total crop
production (the values of crop production, lei/inh.); iv) total animal production (the values of animal production,
lei/inh.). Our research is also based on exploring key food safety related socio-economic indicators such as
employment in agriculture, total number of active enterprises in agriculture and total crop and animal
production.

Employment in agriculture is a critical issue for Romania, over 2/3 of the employed population in the
rural area are engaged in self-employed activities and/or unpaid work in the household. These categories of rural
labour are vulnerable in terms of lacking social and health insurances and struggling at the limits of survival. The
rudimentary character of the Romanian agriculture is proved also by the smallest share of wage employment in
agriculture (5.2%) (Zamfir and Stanescu 2007). The national average of population employed in primary sector
was 20.6% in 2019 in a decreasing trend compared with 2012 when the value was 29.3%. The maximum values
are registered in the Teleorman, Calarasi and Giurgiu Counties (over 40% of employees in agriculture) related to
the extended agricultural terrains and potential, where the subsistence agriculture and self-consumption
household is dominant (figure 1). In the category between 30 and 40% are included nine counties with a high
degree of rural population (Vaslui, Olt, [alomita, Mehedinti, Vrancea, Suceava, Neamt, Buzau and Dolj)(Mitrica
et al. 2019). Our analysis is showing that 32 counties register higher shares of employment in agriculture than
the national average. The lowest values are registered in Bucharest Municipality (0.22%) and Brasov County
(9.01%). While in the Bucharest Municipality the low share are explained by the small surface of agriculture land
and by the tertiary functions, the Brasov County has a diversified economic profile and is covered of large
mountains regions. The higher share of employed population in agriculture per total employed workforce in the
context of small farms and subsistence agriculture, means that the agricultural activities in these communes rely
increasingly on the traditional household (peasant's or agricultural) and on the contributing family worker, thus
the goods produced being largely designed for the self-consumption household (Balteanu et al 2013, Dumitrascu
et al 2017). The contributing family worker’s labour does not involve costs for wages, this accounting for the low
prices maintained for agricultural products and for the low level of quality of life in the peasant’s households; in
fact, in many cases, this status in employment assured only the survival of the farm and its members (assimilated
with the poor working category) (Ciutacu and Chivu 2007).

The overview of the county level of the total number of active enterprises in agriculture could provide a
useful correlation to food safety. The values are ranging from a minimum value of 0.37 enterprises/1,000 inh. in
the case of Bucharest Municipality to a maximum of 2.78 enterprises/1,000 inh. in Tulcea County. The highest
values are registered in lalomita and Calarasi (over 2.0 enterprises/1,000 inh.) and Braila, Arad, Teleorman and
Giurgiu Counties. These counties are on the one hand specialized in agricultural activities and with diversified
economies as in the case of Arad County on the other hand. Half of the counties registered values over the national
values (enterprise/1,000 inh.). In the category of low values (between 0.5 and 0.7 enterprises/1,000 inh.) are
included seven counties (Iagi, Dambovita, Gorj, Prahova, Mehedinti, Valcea and Bacau), most of them with a
large mountain areas (figure 2).
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Figure 1: Share of employees in agricultural sector
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Figure 2: Active enterprises in agricultural sector
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Source: Authors calculations.

The total agricultural production could also reveal the important role played for food safety. The common
efforts involved in the complex chain of food production, including agricultural production, processing and
transport, and product traceability to consumer would lead to quality and safe items production (Rdbontu 2010).

Total crop production varies between 6.6 lei/inh. in Bucharest Municipality and 8169.4 lei/inh. in Arad
County. The counties from the South (Teleorman, Olt, Giurgiu) and South-east of Romania (Braila, Tulcea and
Buzau) have the highest values due to the large arable land, while the Timis County is characterized by a high
productivity of the main crops (Balteanu et al 2016). The lowest values are registered in the counties with a
tertiary or industrial profile (Brasov, lifov, Sibiu, Cluj, Hunedoara, Iasi, Arges, Prahova) or in whose covered by
a large mountain area (Bacau, Maramures, Harghita, Bistrita-Nasaud)(figure 3).

Figure 4: Total animal production

Figure 3: Total crop production

leifinh.
3
[ 200.1 - 1000.0
[ 1000.1 - 1750.0
I 1750.1 - 2500.0
I 2500.1 - 2652.5

1 1000.1 - 2500.0
1 2500.1 - 5000.0
. I 5000.1 - 7500.0
8169.4

Source: Authors calculations.

The total animal production overlapping partially the previous indicator, the minimum values being in
Bucharest Municipality (1.3 lei/inh.) and the maximum in Buzdu County (2652.5 lei/inh.). The highest values of
animal production include counties from the Southern and South-eastern part of Romania (Célarasi, Ialomita,
Tulcea, Vrancea) (figure 4). High values have also Alba, Bistrita-Nasaud, Botosani, Suceava, Caras-Severin
counties based on sheep and cattle breeding. The low values (less than 1,000 lei/inh.) registered some counties
with diversified economic activities (Ilfov, lasi, Constanta, Cluj, Galati, Prahova). It is interesting to note that 29
counties have value over the national average (1302 lei/inh.).

3 Results

The results of the socio-professional analysis are necessary in order to obtain conclusive results through
the questionnaire method. Thus, respondents were analysed in terms of income, level of education, age and
gender. These factors have led to the observation that people of different ages have different attitudes and
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preferences, male respondents have different attitudes and preferences than female respondents regarding food
quality.

In terms of respondents’ gender, 54.84% were female and 45.16% were male.

In terms of respondents' age, 29.03% were young people aged 14-18 years, 33.87% were respondents
aged 18-25 years and 37.09% were respondents aged 25-45 years.

The graphical representation from Figure 5, regarding the structure of the population by age groups and
gender, shows that the surveyed sample consisted mainly of female respondents.

Figure 5: Distribution of respondents by age and gender
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Source: Authors calculations.

The distribution of the respondents who participated in the study on the analysis of consumers'
perceptions and attitudes to food quality by level of education (Figure 2) is as follows: 29.03% of the respondents
had high school/post-secondary studies (pupils in the 11" and 12" grades), 33.87% of the respondents had college
/university studies (students) and 37.09% of the respondents had higher education (faculty and/or master's and
doctoral studies).

Figure 6: Distribution of respondents by level of education

Master’s studies/ High school/post-
doctoral studies secondary school
37.09% 29.03%

College /faculty
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Source: Authors calculations.
A pertinent analysis of the respondents in the study according to income shows that 11.29% earn below
the minimum wage, 20.97% earn the minimum wage, 27.42% earn the average wage and 40.32% earn above the
average wage (Figure 7).
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Figure 7: Distribution of respondents by income
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According to the survey, the presentation of the empirical results was divided into four parts.

The first part presents consumers' specific attitudes regarding food quality and safety in terms of nutrition,
health and food price as well as consumers' confidence in the manufacturing process. Thus, 50% of the
respondents consider that their current state of health was largely due to the consumption of quality food
purchased on the Romanian market. 76.19% believe that their health could be improved by eating high-quality
food.

In terms of quality food consumption, the results of the study show that 61.9% of the respondents
frequently consume quality food. 85.71% believe that some products should be withdrawn from the market and/or
replaced with products of much improved quality.

Figure 8. Distribution of respondents by consumer preference and attitude to food quality
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Source: Authors calculations.

Respondents' attitude (Figure 8) regarding the impact that food quality has and/or may have on health
status shows a segmentation of the answers correlated both with the price of high-quality products and with the
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level of information on the effect of quality food on health.

Figure 9: Respondents' attitude to the efficiency of the information necessary to maintain health
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Source: Authors calculations.

Respondents' attitude (Figure 9) to “The food label provides all the information necessary to maintain
good health status and a good quality of life in general” divides the answers into the four classes of answers.
Thus, at the level of the whole group, 19.04% of the respondents consider that this information is beneficial,
23.80% consider that this information is sometimes incomplete or is presented in a way that is little understood.
Regarding the usefulness of food quality information, 33.3% of the respondents believe that it is largely useful
and 28.57% believe that food quality information is only beneficial to a small extent for ensuring good health
status. An important share of 52.38% of the respondents (Figure 10) consider that the influence of price on food
quality and the frequent association of price with higher quality are true. This result is important for the
implementation of projects on the significance and impact of healthy, rational, diversified and balanced nutrition
on health and quality of life in relation to price. Also, an increased frequency of the taste - price - quality
association was observed.

Figure 10: Respondents’ perception on the importance of nutrition education on food quality in
relation to price
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Source: Authors calculations.
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Study participants (71.42%) believe that improving the perception of food quality through nutrition
education is important in developing healthy eating habits (Figure 10). Respondents believe that nutrition
education can be achieved both through scientifically proven remedial courses on healthy eating held in schools
by specialists - specialized academic teaching staff and through educational projects implemented by higher
education institutions in collaboration with pre-university education institutions. These considerations are based
on the fact that 57.14% of the respondents consider that their level of knowledge in the field of healthy eating is
minimal which makes them feel insecure in assessing food quality and choose food based, in most cases, on
psychosensory properties related to taste and smell and on packaging aesthetics and design.

Figure 11: Respondents' preference for organic food consumption
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Source: Authors calculations.

Respondents' preference for the consumption of organic food and of high-quality food has led to a
classification of the answers at the level of the entire surveyed group as follows: 69.04% agree and fully agree,
19.04% are unsure and 11.91 % consider that organic products do not guarantee that they are healthier for the
human body (Figure 11). The positive answers were correlated with the income level, people with average and
above average income provided most answers in terms of percentage.

The data obtained at the level of the surveyed sample show respondents' interest and concern for health.
Thus, 80.95% of the respondents agreed that food produced using organic technology processes is qualitatively
superior to highly processed food (Figure 12).

Figure 12: Personal considerations on organic food quality depending on the level of education
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Source: Authors calculations.
The correlation between the answer to the questions “Do you consider that organic products are
healthier?”’and “I consider that the level of pesticides in vegetables not included in the Bio quality category is
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high” shows a certain segmentation of the answers depending on respondents' level of education.

4 Conclusion

In Romania, consumer perceptions on food price indicate a high degree of annoyance on the grounds that
most high-quality foods are not always affordable in terms of quality — price. Most consumers argue that food
security achieved by marketing quality food at an affordable price is vital, making it possible to adopt a balanced
and healthy diet. A qualitatively balanced diet leads to improved health that is considered closely linked to the
consumption of high-quality food. Innocuous phrases and messages frequently presented by the media may have
an impact on the consumer, leading to greater concerns about food quality even if, in many cases, consumers are
not entirely convinced by the food quality. The degree of confidence in food quality shows a downward trend.
But the degree of confidence in food quality shows an upward trend in terms of the level of concerns about food
choices that ensure a healthy diet and increased food security. Consumers' understanding of the quality and safety
of food consumption on the market correlated with the level of education, income and gender highlights the fact
that nutrition education is stringent and achievable through educational projects for both pupils in schools and
adults.

Consumers’ choices could and should do more to contribute to the success of food quality policy in Romania,
especially since consumers’ attitudes towards organic certification and labelling could be improved through
public policies designed to emphasize the trustworthiness of the organic certification and labelling system. The
role of such policies in boosting trustworthiness of consumers in organic certification has been underlined by
various EU documents and regulations (European Parliament, 2015; European Parliament, 2019).

Our analysis shows that in Romania, the common efforts involved in the complex chain of food production,
including agricultural production, processing and transport, and product traceability to consumer would lead to
quality and safe items production, but the higher share of employed population in agriculture per total employed
workforce in the context of small farms and subsistence agriculture, means that the agricultural activities in these
communes rely increasingly on the traditional household and on the contributing family worker, thus the goods
produced being largely designed for the self-consumption household and not being distributed to the vast majority
of consumers.

Hence, the new funding paradigm of the Farm to Fork strategy could address this imbalance by helping
Romanian authorities to stimulate both supply and demand of organic products, while ensuring consumer's trust
through promotion activities and green public procurement. Moreover, a series of key actions could allow to
Romanian authorities to further support organic agriculture and consumers preferences for high quality products:
create a simpler and easier certification system for small farmers while also ensuring tighter precautionary
measures and robust checks along the entire supply chain, encouraging, through national RPD plan of the increase
of organic farming area in total national production and also simplifying the rules of organic farming according
to the Farm to Fork Strategy.
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