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Introduction 

The FSA has commissioned a wide range of research into attitudes and behaviour around 
food, to inform policy decisions and communications and to build a strong evidence base 
around what UK citizens feel, think and do with food. This includes a wide range of work 
across: 

 Deep explorations of public responses to complex policy and communications issues 
via Citizen’s Forum dialogues and workshops;  

 Face-to-face focus groups and depth interviews; 

 Online forum research and ‘diaries’; 

 Message testing – including online and in-restaurant sessions; 

 Tracking data;  

 Ad-hoc policy and PR surveys;  

 Social media analysis; and 

 Desk research and literature reviews. 

The following report is a summary of key research conducted by Kantar Public for the FSA 
with participants in Northern Ireland and across the UK. Research insight spans areas 
across a range of broad and more specific subject areas relating to food, drawn from both 
qualitative and quantitative research methods. The research reports and original data, where 
available, were re-analysed to identify insights specific to Northern Ireland.1 These are 
compared to data for England2 throughout. The aim of this analysis was to understand food 
interests and concerns of citizens in Northern Ireland to inform the work of the Northern 
Ireland Food Advisory Committee. 

The quantitative data that forms this analysis is drawn from a range of sources, including 
standalone research for the FSA as well as research conducted as part of omnibus 
research, with some projects conducted online and others conducted face to face. This 
includes data from Wave 3 of the Food and You survey3, the FSA’s flagship consumer 
survey, conducted on biennial basis in 2014 using random probability sampling.  

The qualitative data is drawn from published research reports, secondary analysis of 
analysis charts and transcript data from individual projects. The projects include Citizens 
Forums (comprising workshops, groups or dialogues with the public), interviews with 
individuals or food businesses, and online research such as online communities and 
discussion boards. 

Please note that this report summarises existing research insight - it does not report on the 

results of stand-alone, primary research. Further details on the approach for each research 

piece can be found in Appendix A.  

 

                                                            
1
 Key differences that are specific to Northern Ireland have been drawn out and reported in as much detail as 

possible, based on the existing data. In some cases, insight from research conducted in Northern Ireland reflects 
and supports overall UK findings – in these cases the UK data is reported. 
2
 NB. It is not possible to compare to ‘rest of UK’ for most of the projects in this report, as Scotland was not 

included in the original research (except for Food and You). In order to ensure consistency in analysis between 
projects, and to avoid confusion or misrepresentation, data is compared to England throughout.  
3
 Food and You Wave 3. FSA and TNS BMRB (2014). 
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Eating, cooking and shopping  

Interest in food 

The Food and You survey results suggest that people in Northern Ireland may have slightly 

less interest in food and developing their cooking skills than those in England. They were 

more likely than those in England to disagree with the statement ‘I enjoy reading articles 

about food in newspapers or magazines (44% vs. 38% respectively) and less likely to say 

they have learnt about cooking and food safety from cooking programmes (29% vs. 34% 

respectively) or books (11% vs. 19% respectively.) If they wanted to learn more about 

cooking and food safety, Northern Irish citizens were more likely to have used an internet 

search engine (23%) than those in England (18%). 

 

In terms of education, the Food and You survey also found that those from Northern Ireland 

were less experimental with cooking; they were less likely than those in England to have 

learnt to cook by being self-taught (42% vs. 50% respectively) or by trying out recipes (14% 

vs. 27% respectively). They were also less likely (19%) than those in England (34%) to have 

dietary restrictions themselves or for someone else. 

 

Convenience 

Across the UK, people recognise that there has been a shift towards more convenient 

access to food in recent years4. This includes access to a wider variety of different foods, 

convenience foods that are quick to prepare at home, digital technologies enabling faster 

shopping and an increase in eating out – trends seen particularly in Northern Ireland. In the 

2014 Food and You survey, people in Northern Ireland were more likely than those in 

England to eat out in restaurants (35% vs. 30% had done so in the past 7 days5) and 

takeaway establishments (36% vs. 27% had done so in the past 7 days). This is unsurprising 

considering that they were also more likely than those in England to agree that they ‘do not 

have time to spend preparing and cooking food’ (26% vs. 20% respectively) and to disagree 

that they ‘enjoy cooking and preparing food’ (29% vs. 19% respectively). 

“We’re all in a rush now… ‘I just need to get some food into me’, sometimes there’s no 

pleasure left, it’s all about fuel really because you’re so busy.” (Female, Belfast) 

In terms of food shopping habits, the 2014 Food and You survey found that those in 

Northern Ireland were more likely to choose convenience for some products (for example 

being more likely than those in England to buy food from a garage forecourt; 12% vs 3% 

respectively). However, where an issue was important to them, they were conscious of 

where they shopped; they were more likely than those in England to buy raw meat from an 

independent butcher (54% vs. 28% respectively) and less likely to buy frozen meat (25% vs. 

33%). Northern Irish citizens were also less likely than those in England to shop for food in 

mini supermarkets (26% vs. 31%), local shops (16% vs. 26%), markets (5% vs. 21%) or at 

farms (3% vs. 9%). 

 

“I go to the butchers to buy my meat. I like to support local.” (Female, Portrush) 

 

                                                            
4 

Our Food Future. FSA and TNS BMRB (2016). 
5
 Food and You Wave 3. FSA and TNS BMRB (2014). 
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"Very quickly there can be a shift in peoples' shopping habits like the horse meat. I want to 

go to a butcher's where I know the man behind the counter...If something hits the media it 

can change people's shopping habits very quickly." (Female, Belfast) 

 

The Our Food Future research6 overall highlighted concerns stemming from a focus on 

convenience and loss of connection, including a perceived loss of social connection with 

food, increasingly complex, fragmented food production and retail processes and an 

increase in waste. 

"We could be sitting at the table having family time over dinner but it's all just that quick." 

(Male, Belfast) 

 

Affordability and healthy eating 

Despite wanting convenient access to food, people balance access to healthy food at an 

affordable price. The Our Food Future research7  found that people across the UK wanted 

fresh, natural, whole foods. They acknowledged that processed foods are more affordable 

than natural food products and had concerns about the long-term health implications of 

eating processed food. There was also some anxiety about food becoming a class issue and 

a feeling that there is a need for intervention to give everyone a choice of food they 

consume. 

 

Northern Irish citizens were especially price conscious around food in the Food and You 

research8. They were more likely than those in England to think that food prices have 

increased a lot within the past year (54% vs. 46% respectively) and, perhaps consequently 

they were more likely than those in England to agree that the price of food means ‘I don't 

always buy what I want to’ (49% vs. 40% respectively). Despite this, 80% felt that the food 

they usually eat is healthy.  

 

Affordability seemed to be a higher priority than other issues, such as animal welfare. Those 

in Northern Ireland were more likely than those in England to say that they buy standard raw 

meat (86% vs. 75%) rather than organic or free range meat9. 

 “I think we’re concerned to a point (about animal welfare) as long as it’s not costing us much 

more…it’s alright preaching but when you go out to do your shopping, you’ve got a whole 

family to feed.” (Female, Belfast) 

 

The FSA Strategy report10 highlighted the challenges that people in the UK encounter when 

trying to eat healthily. With increasingly busy lifestyles and a concern that many lack the 

skills to cook from scratch, we rely on more processed convenience foods – this concern has 

been echoed in a number of research projects, including FSA Strategy and Our Food Future. 

Some felt that food labelling can contain contradictory messages, such as using the phrase 

‘low fat’, indicating it is a healthy product, when it may contain a large amount of sugar. 

 

                                                            
6 

Our Food Future. FSA and TNS BMRB (2016). 
7 

Our Food Future. FSA and TNS BMRB (2016). 
8
 Food and You Wave 3. FSA and TNS BMRB (2014). 

9
 Food and You Wave 3. FSA and TNS BMRB (2014). 

10
 FSA Strategy 2015-2020. FSA and TNS BMRB (2014). 
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“There’s a lot of confusion. The saturated fat goes against the sugar and you’re trying to be 

balanced in your diet then it’s really hard to know which is which and which is the lesser of 

the two evils because it doesn’t make sense at all.” (Female, Portrush)  

Interestingly, the Food Labelling research carried out in Northern Ireland11 identified that 

citizens’ claims about trying to eat more healthily by cooking from scratch and buying less 

processed food, were not always supported by their observed shopping behaviour. For 

example, there was a disconnect between the types of food respondents said that they 

bought, and what they actually bought during accompanied shops (with respondents 

commonly over-reporting purchase of local or ‘healthy’ produce). Northern Irish citizens 

wanted more support to eat healthily through improved information. They felt that the 

information on food labels needed to be simple, visual and consistent and should help 

citizens understand the intended portion size. 

 

Food safety in the home 

People across the UK have concerns about food safety, but this typically relates to how 

chemicals in food can affect your long-term health, the authenticity of packaged foods and 

the risks of poor hygiene when eating out.12 Eating at home was of lesser concern because 

of the greater control it allowed individuals. 

 

“When you’re doing it (cooking) yourself in the house it’s not so bad, you can control it but 

when you’re out you can’t control it…food poisoning in a restaurant, you don’t know what 

you’re eating.” (Female, Belfast) 

 

However, people in Northern Ireland claimed to be more cautious than those in England 

across their food shopping, preparation and storage practices13, for example claiming to: 

 check use by dates when shopping for food (81% vs. 72%) 

 wash fruit (83% vs. 77% for fruit to be eaten raw) and vegetables (91% vs. 86% for 

vegetables to be eaten raw)  

 never wash raw chicken (45% vs. 35%) 

 use different chopping boards for different food (72% vs. 67%) 

 less likely to eat eggs more than one week past their best before date (3% vs. 

13%) 

 know to check use by dates on milk or yoghurt for safety before using (44% vs. 

27%) or best before dates on eggs (53% vs. 26%) 

 not store open cans of food in the fridge (only 20% would vs. 28%)  

 

In general, across the UK, The FSA Strategy report14 found that people wanted the FSA to 

continue educating the public about how to handle food safely. They were concerned that 

people were losing their cooking skills and some were therefore at risk of unhygienic or 

dangerous food handling practises. 

 

                                                            
11

 Understanding NI consumer Needs Around Food Labelling. FSA and TNS BMRB (2016). 
12 

FSA Strategy 2015-2020. FSA and TNS BMRB (2014). 
13 

Food and You Wave 3. FSA and TNS BMRB (2014). 
14

 FSA Strategy 2015-2020. FSA and TNS BMRB (2014). 
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Eating outside the home 

In Northern Ireland, people tended to view a meal out as a treat. Almost two thirds (63%) 

considered that they eat less healthily when they eat out than when they eat at home and 

the Northern Irish public were less likely (24%) than those in England (32%) to think that 

healthy choices are important when eating out15.  

 

However, food hygiene in eating establishments is still important to citizens, although 

prioritisation of these issues is mixed. People in Northern Ireland were: 

 

 more likely to think that a good hygiene rating is important when eating out 

(39% vs. 30% in England) 

 less likely to mention ‘cleanliness and hygiene’ being important more 

generally (60% vs. 66% in England) 

  more likely to look for a hygiene sticker in a food establishment to judge its 

hygiene standards (42% vs. 27% in England) 

 less likely to look for a hygiene certificate in a food establishment to judge its 

hygiene standards (30% I vs. 37% in England) 

 more likely in last year to have checked Food Hygiene Ratings before visiting 

food establishment (28% I vs. 20% in England) 

 

“I used to work as a waitress so I knew what would happen…it’s hard to eat out after you’ve 

worked in that kind of environment, you kind of think in the back of your head ‘what’s going 

on’?”  

(Female, Belfast) 

 

It is perhaps unsurprising then, that there was widespread support for mandatory display of 

the FHRS in food establishments in Northern Ireland as part of Citizen Forums16. People 

hoped that by having a highly visible display of their food hygiene rating, there would be a 

general improvement in hygiene standards when eating out.  

 

“Hygiene standards will have to become higher in restaurants. They will have to have more 

routine as they will be under more pressure. Their business will end up depending on 

hygiene as citizens will vote with their feet." (Female, Portadown) 

 

The FHRS Mandatory Display research also highlighted that those in Northern Ireland 

assumed that supermarkets would have better food hygiene standards than takeaway food 

establishments because the big companies would have better, more standardised 

procedures and more money to support them. However, they were loyal to smaller 

businesses because they did not want their high streets to be full of chain coffee shops and 

restaurants. People claimed that they would not necessarily avoid a smaller food 

establishment based on a lower FHRS score but would use their own judgement about how 

clean it looked, rely on word of mouth and browse peer review websites. 

“If you go into a shop or a restaurant you trust that they know what they’re doing by giving 

you that food.” (Female, Belfast) 

                                                            
15 Food and You Wave 3. FSA and TNS BMRB (2014). 
16 

Citizen’s Forum: Mandatory Display of FHRS. FSA and TNS BMRB (2013). 
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Food risks and food production 
Education 

Citizens across the UK welcome the trend for increased education about food, especially in 

schools, and being better informed than previous generations about what is in our food 

through food labelling. The Our Food Future research17 found that people want to know 

more, including what challenges are faced by the food system. 

 

"We know the population growth is going to be massive and we're going to have to find ways 

to feed people. We'll have to accept that some people will have to eat burgers grown in labs. 

If you want protein, if you want meat we'll have to accept that is the way it is." (Male, Belfast) 

 

 

 
Food poisoning 

According to the Food and You research18, Northern Irish citizens (25%) were less likely 

than those in England (40%) to have experienced food poisoning, but still more concerned 

about it. Those in Northern Ireland were more likely than those in England to: 

 disagree that ‘It's just bad luck if you get food poisoning’ (73% vs. 62%) 

 agree that ‘If you eat out a lot you are more likely to get food poisoning (53% 

vs. 42%) 

 agree that ‘Restaurants and catering establishments should pay more 

attention to food safety and hygiene (82% vs. 75%) 

 

 

 

Chemicals in food 

The FSA Strategy report19 highlighted people’s concerns about the potential long term harm 

caused by chemicals in food and the increased consumption of processed food. Those in 

Northern Ireland were particularly concerned about these issues, as found in the Consumer 

Understanding of Food Risk: Rare Burgers Research20; they were more likely than those in 

England to: 

 be concerned about unintentional or unavoidable man-made chemicals in food 

(69% vs. 56% respectively) 

 believe that chemicals in food could not be naturally present (24% vs. 17% 

respectively) 

 disagree that ‘the benefits of adding chemicals to food outweigh any risks’ 

(48% vs. 35% respectively) 

 worry about possible long term health effects due to chemicals in food (62% vs. 

51% respectively) 

                                                            
17 Our Food Future. FSA and TNS BMRB (2016). 
18 Food and You Wave 3. FSA and TNS BMRB (2014). 
19

 FSA Strategy 2015-2020. FSA and TNS BMRB (2014). 
20 Consumer understanding of food risk: rare burgers. FSA and TNS BMRB (2015). 
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 think that chemicals in food could cause gastro-intestinal problems (68% vs. 

53% respectively), poisoning (63% vs. 53% respectively), cancer (53% vs. 40% 

respectively) or hormone system problems (36% vs. 27% respectively) 

 

"If food is causing cancer then we need to address that." (Male, Belfast) 

“I’m thinking about pesticides and stuff like that now. There are unexplained increases in 

cancer so you’re wondering is it to do with food chain, or what they’re spraying on crops and 

so on.” (Male, Newtownabbey) 

 

There were also concerns about regulation of chemicals in food. Those in Northern Ireland 
were less confident than those in England about knowing who regulates chemicals in food 
(11% vs. 19% respectively) and less confident that chemicals in food are well regulated 
(31% disagreed vs. 21% in NI). 
 
To alleviate concerns about the potential risks involved with chemicals in food, the FSA 
Strategy research21 found that citizens across the UK expected stringent food safety and 
hygiene regulations backed up with regular inspections and heavy fines or prison sentences. 
They would also like more labelling of potentially harmful chemicals in food. 
 

Power, Trust and Empowerment 

Citizens across the UK tend to think that market forces have the most influence and power in 

shaping the food industry, followed by Government and then the public22.  The opposite was 

true in terms of the order in which they feel the public’s best interest would be served. 

Although not a top of mind concern, when given time to consider it, people worried about the 

influence of large food businesses and the potentially negative effect they can have on 

consumers, public health and the environment. 

 

"I think the Government and corporations have immediate power, but it's not over everything. 

If everybody really came together on certain issues, then we could get things abolished." 

(Male, Belfast) 

 

In particular, the ‘horsemeat scandal’ demonstrated to people that a lack of transparency 

around food production allowed the food industry to adopt deceptive practices, including 

using fillers to increase a product’s weight, labelling imported food as British when it has only 

been packaged in the UK and using jargon and small print on food labels to hide unhealthy 

ingredients23. This FSA Strategy research identified that people want the Government to 

increase transparency by ensuring food is labelled using familiar and consistent terminology, 

visual markers to flag high levels of chemicals and restrictions on the use of ‘natural’ imagery 

to sell processed foods. 

 

“Instead of selling me a vegetarian sausage, they can take out certain ingredients, put palm 

oil in, it costs nothing, destroys the environment, they will sell the sausage to me for the 

same amount of money and they are making much more profit so by adding in rubbish to 

food they can increase their profit margins.” (Male, Belfast) 

 

                                                            
21 FSA Strategy 2015-2020. FSA and TNS BMRB (2014). 
22 Our Food Future. FSA and TNS BMRB (2016). 
23 FSA Strategy 2015-2020. FSA and TNS BMRB (2014). 
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The Our Food Future research also found that the public feel that ‘someone’ is looking out 

for their interests regarding food safety, but they are not clear about what the Government or 

regulators’ roles are more widely in terms of ensuring the availability of affordable, safe, 

healthy food, or ensuring transparency in food marketing. As noted earlier, those in Northern 

Ireland were particularly unsure about who regulates the chemicals in food or if the 

chemicals in food are well regulated24. The Regulating our Future research25 highlighted 

people’s reliance on the FSA and Government to know how to protect the public in terms of 

food hygiene at food establishments. People felt that in general the regulatory system must 

be working well as they were not getting ill from eating out and incidents like the ‘horsemeat 

scandal’ are rare, but it is important to maintain strict procedures such as regular (annual) 

inspections by local authority personnel in restaurants. 

 

People wanted more visibility from the Government in protecting citizen’s interests, providing 

information and education and intervening in marketing and retailing that promoted 

unhealthy or wasteful food choices26. They expected that governments around the world 

would work together to address the global challenges facing the food supply but felt that the 

impact would be limited by budgets and the complexity of the challenge.  
 

Hopes for the future 

Analysis of recent FSA research demonstrates that although there were some differences in 

experiences and attitudes to food in Northern Ireland, their priorities remained broadly 

consistent with other UK nations. Citizens want: 

 Access to safe and healthy food that is affordable 

 Access to information about food – including clear and consistent labelling on 

products and transparency about food production 

 Stringent food safety and hygiene regulations  

 Investment in sustainability 

 Government and the FSA to visibly champion their interests, especially against ‘big 

business’ 

Summary 

On the whole, citizens in NI share similar views with other UK consumers in terms of what is 

important to them about the food they buy and eat. Compared to consumers in England, NI 

consumers could be described as slightly less interested in cooking at home, in terms of 

cooking from scratch less, eating out more, and relying slightly more on convenience foods. 

Whilst there is interest in healthy eating, NI consumers feel better labelling could support 

positive decision making – where they currently feel confused. Outside the home, NI like 

other UK consumers believe that FHRS is important to support informed decision makers, 

yet echo the view that they will also rely on their own judgements about a particular food 

business. NI consumers also seem to be slightly more digitally savvy and willing to shop for 

food online. 

Overall, NI consumers exhibit slightly stronger levels of concern about a number of aspects 

of the food system. Though they are less likely to have actually had food poisoning, they 

                                                            
24 Consumer understanding of food risk: rare burgers. FSA and TNS BMRB (2015). 
25 Regulating our Future. FSA and TNS BMRB (2016). 
26 Our Food Future. FSA and TNS BMRB (2016). 
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have higher levels of concern about contracting it. They tend to be slightly more safety-

conscious in terms of food preparation and storage in the home, and slightly more 

knowledgeable about safe food practices. Similarly, they tend to be more concerned about 

potential negative impacts of chemicals in food. They also feel less confident about 

protection from food regulators. 

Appendix A 
 

The following research pieces were included in this insight summary: 

 FSA and TNS BMRB (2014). Food and You Wave 3. 
o Key question: How do the public understand and engage with the Agency’s aim of improving food 

safety, what is their response to messages and interventions aimed at raising awareness and 

changing behaviour, what are the target groups for future interventions and what changes are there in 

reported attitudes and behaviour over time. 

o Method: Face to face in-home interviews with 3453 participants UK–wide (including 524 in Northern 

Ireland) 

 

 FSA and TNS BMRB (2016). Our Food Future. 

https://www.food.gov.uk/newsupdates/campaigns/ourfoodfuture 

o Key question: What are the public’s priorities in relation to the future of food – to 

inform how we respond to pressing challenges facing the global food supply. 

o Method: Iterative, mixed method approach including: 
 Scoping exercise: online quant survey of 1,383 UK participants 

 Online qualitative forum with 22 participants 
 Deliberative ‘Citizen’s Forum’ research consisting of: 

 63 participants x 2 waves of research 

 190 research contact points total 

 England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland 
 

 FSA and TNS BMRB (2014). FSA Strategy 2015-2020. 

http://www.food.gov.uk/sites/default/files/fsa-strategy-research-report.pdf 

o Key question: What are citizens’ key concerns in relation to food? What do they 

expect from the FSA/Government in terms of safeguarding these interests? What 

drives these interests and concerns? 

o Method: Iterative, mixed method approach including: 
 Knowledge review of Food and You, Biannual Tracker Survey and Citizens’ 

Forum data 
 Review of findings from national online omnibus with 2000 respondents 

(conducted by Harris Interactive) 

https://www.food.gov.uk/sites/default/files/fsa-strategy-omnibussurvey.pdf 
 Citizen’s Forum research with 100 participants X 2 waves of research 

across England, Wales and Northern Ireland 
 

 FSA and TNS BMRB (2016). Regulating our Future. 

o Key question: What do the public think about future changes to the food regulation system? 

o Method:  Deliberative ‘Citizen’s Forum’ research consisting of: 

 35 participants x 2 waves of research 

 England, Wales and Northern Ireland 
 

 FSA and TNS BMRB (2016). Experimental testing of risk messages around rare 

burgers. (in publication). 

o Key question: What kinds of on-menu messages will best help us support the 

public to ‘stop, think and choose’ before eating rare burgers, without adversely 

impacting industry? 

o Method: Online experimental message testing and questionnaire of 2,000 

participants via the FSA Consumer Panel 

https://www.food.gov.uk/sites/default/files/fsa-strategy-omnibussurvey.pdf
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 FSA and TNS BMRB (2015). Consumer understanding of food risk: rare burgers. 

http://www.food.gov.uk/sites/default/files/fsa-risk-rare-burgers.pdf 

o Key question: How can we support people to ‘stop, think and choose’ in relation to 

rare burger consumption? 

o Method: Iterative, mixed method approach including: 
 Citizen’s Forum research consisting of 80 participants x 1 wave of research 
 23 in-restaurant mobile message testing and interviewing sessions – whilst 

participants ordered burgers 
 Online discussion follow-up with all in-restaurant participants 
 An online survey of 2,708 participants using the FSA’s Consumer Panel 
 All strands of research engaged participants from England, Wales and 

Northern Ireland 

 
 FSA and TNS BMRB (2016). Understanding NI consumer Needs Around Food Labelling 

o Key question: How do people understand retail food labelling information when purchasing food, how 

does this influence their behaviour and what are their concerns and priorities around labelling 

information? 

o Method: Iterative, mixed method approach including: 
 8 focus groups: 

 64 participants 

 Locations included: Belfast, Derry/Londonderry, Glengormley and Portrush 

 8 x accompanied shops 
 Online and in-shop purchasing 

 Face to face follow up interviews 
 Online quantitative survey of 200 Northern Irish consumers on the FSA Consumer Panel 

 

 FSA and TNS BMRB (2013). Citizen’s Forum: Mandatory Display of FHRS 

o Key question: What do citizens and small and micro businesses think about proposals to make the 

display of FHRS ratings mandatory in Northern Ireland? 

o Method: Iterative, mixed method approach including: 

 4 Observations sessions followed by group discussions with consumers (Citizens Forums) 

 40 participants 

 Locations included: Lisburn, Coleraine, Portadown and Londonderry 

 Depth interviews with small and micro food businesses 

 37 face-to-face depth interviews 

 Range of small and micro food businesses.  

 Locations included: Belfast, Lisburn, Coleraine, Derry and Portadown. 

 

 

 

 


