Dear Colleagues

We would like to start co-operation on the area of consumer research within Baltic Sea area universities. Our suggestion to the first joint effort is cultural impact on sensory properties and values. A short description of the idea is below.

We  have had first meeting of the topic in Kaunas on 23 January 2006. There we heard interesting presentations of work done before and discussed how to continue. It was decided, that our Finnish group collects ideas and prepares further the research plan. We have e-mailed a preliminary list of questions (another attachment) where we ask comments and further ideas for the actual research plan.

Next meeting for planning will be in Kaunas 30-31.5.2006. We welcome new participants to the research group. This is now a second call sent via BSRUN. If you are interested to join, please return the question attachment to raija.tahvonen@utu.fi. More details and invitation to the next meeting will be sent by e-mail later. If you know any colleagues, who might also be interested, please send this message forward.

Best regards

Raija Tahvonen, Functional Foods Forum, University of Turku

Harri Luomala, Consumer Research, University of Vaasa

Jukka Lähteenkorva, Center of Expertise in Food, Seinäjoki, Finland
Seppo Salminen, Functional Foods Forum, University of Turku

Cross-cultural Differences in Food Consumption

(earlier: Cultural Impact on Sensory Properties and Values in Baltic Sea Region)

Raija Tahvonen, Seppo Salminen University of Turku, Turku, Finland and Jukka Lähteenkorva, Center of Expertise in Food, Seinäjoki, Finland

We all make informed choices, value-based choices and impulse-based choices in our food selection every day.  Sensory and culinary aspects and the need for basic nutrition have a significant impact on our daily life. Sensory properties, value-based choices and perceptions of nutrition information are key factors which also form a basis for understanding the consumer needs and behaviour. These form the basis for novel strategies and methodology in food business development. The sensory and behavioural targets behind decision making form the basis for choice and choice maintenance. To understand the factors influencing the process enables the development of methodology packages to assist in rapid identification of processes guiding choice in target populations. This enables application of novel sensory assessment methodology as a tool for product and business development.

The relationship between consumer and chemical composition of the product is important to focus on. There is need to understand the profile of the product. For that purpose the profile of sensory properties will be evaluated using general descriptive methods (Lawless ja Heymann, 1998). The panellists will be trained to profiling. Also chemical composition of products will be analysed using suitable chemical-physical measurements. Based on the product profiles the most different food products from each other will be selected to consumer studies. 

In the same manner, the cultural factors will be taken into account and studies will be conducted in different European countries comparing the results with those in Finland. Knowledge of consumers’ learning/understanding of nutrition would also be valuable when developing functional foods. It would also help authorities when planning more efficient prevention of nutrition related syndromes like obesity, cardiovascular diseases and osteoporosis.

The target of the proposal would be to establish a planning meeting for the interested parties in the Baltic University Network. The first target would be the establishment of the network of scientists interested in this type of work. The goal would be to set up a research team from different countries. The aim of the project planning meeting would be to discuss a joint project and application for funding from the EU and other bodies.  The ultimate goal would be to gather together industry support for the project and to establish a network of consumer panels and panel families in each participating country to assess the relation and cultural impact of sensory assessment and values by each partner.

