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Abstract
Objective: The present commentary introduces a Health Evidence Network (HEN)
report that synthesises evidence of front-of-pack food labelling (FOPL) policy
development and implementation across the European Region.
Design: Countries were identified as having policies on interpretive FOPL from the
WHO databases of Member State policies and online repositories of global food
policies. For each identified country, evidence published from 1 January 1980 to 31
March 2018 was retrieved from peer-reviewed and grey literature. Extracted data were
cross-checked with in-country representatives to ensure completeness and accuracy.
Setting: WHO European Region, spanning fifty-three countries.
Results: Fifteen countries had a government-endorsed policy on interpretive FOPL.
Thirteen of these countries had introduced endorsement logos, while only three
labelling systems provided an indicator for unhealthfulness. Common steps were
identified in FOPL policy development, including: establishing FOPL as a nutrition
policy priority; engaging stakeholders and the public; and collecting formative
evidence on which to base the labelling system. Few countries had outlined formal
provisions for evaluation of FOPL systems. The HEN report describes seven
considerations for the adoption/review of FOPL policies to ensure these achieve
the population nutrition aims of FOPL. These considerations relate to supporting
consumer use and understanding of the labelling, policy feasibility and credibility,
and ensuring policy implementation and accountability.
Conclusions: The HEN report encourages countries to consider FOPL policy that is
applied widely across all products and provides negative evaluative judgements,
possibly combined with positive indicators. Implementation provisions should
drive widespread uptake of the system and allow for formal evaluation of impact.
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Evidence indicates that over one-quarter of all foods
purchased by households across Europe are highly pro-
cessed. Countries with the highest household availability
of highly processed foods also have the highest rates of
adult obesity(1). Audits of retail store environments gen-
erally indicate that shelf space devoted to processed foods
high in saturated (and trans) fatty acids, sugar and/or salt
often exceeds that for healthier foods(2,3). This retail food
environment, where less healthy foods dominate and
consumer choice is distorted by marketing claims and
point-of-purchase promotions, is unsupportive in assisting
shoppers to select healthier products. Nutrition labelling
provides an important tool to support consumers to make
healthier food choices and may also drive food product

reformulation. Nutrition labels that are presented on the
front of food packages and that use interpretational aides,
such as interpretative words, colours and symbols, are
more likely to be used and understood by consumers(4–9).
Consequently, the WHO European Food and Nutrition
Action Plan 2015–2020 identifies the introduction of
interpretative, consumer-friendly labelling on the front of
packages as a priority policy issue(10).

To support countries in the WHO European Region to
implement front-of-pack labelling (FOPL) aligned with the
Food and Nutrition Action Plan, the Health Evidence
Network (HEN) recently compiled an evidence synthesis
on the development and implementation of interpretive
front-of-pack nutrition labelling policies across the WHO
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European Region(11). HEN is an information service for
public health system decision makers, initiated and coor-
dinated by the WHO Regional Office for Europe. HEN
reports synthesise the best available evidence to respond
to policy questions and propose concrete, actionable
policy options. The primary intention of the report was to
highlight good practice examples of FOPL policy devel-
opment and implementation and inspire countries to
continue working actively on food policies to promote
healthy diets. For the purpose of that report, nutrition
information was considered to be FOPL if it was typically
displayed in the principal field of vision(12) and if the
intention of the label was to guide healthier food choices.
This included nutrient-related warning labels and
endorsement logos.

Fifteen countries in the WHO European Region were
identified as having a government-endorsed policy on
interpretive FOPL. A limited range of FOPL systems were
identified to be in use across Europe that provided an
indicator for unhealthfulness. These included the Nutri-
Score system in France, the red warning label in Israel and
the colour-coded percentage Reference Intake (%RI) sys-
tem in the UK. The communication of product unhealth-
fulness is likely a critical element in the performance of
FOPL in supporting better food choices. Consumer
research has identified that purchase decisions are more
often based more on negative evaluative judgements than
on positive judgements, and that negative judgements
reduce impulsivity towards less healthful foods(13,14).
Inclusion of direct indicators of product unhealthfulness
therefore reduces the potential for overinterpreting the
healthfulness of labelled products. In the remaining thir-
teen countries, endorsement logos have been adopted.
These logos serve to signpost better-for-you choices but
provide no direct information to indicate if a product is
unhealthful. This focus on identifying the healthiest
options without flagging less healthy products is a limita-
tion of endorsement logos that potentially undermines
their potential to meet population nutrition aims. Specifi-
cally, consumers may misunderstand endorsement logos
to represent healthier choices overall(15), overinterpreting
these to infer that a product is ‘good’, and thereby lead to
overconsumption of labelled foods in less healthful
categories(16).

The HEN report also identified common steps involved
in FOPL policy development. This included establishing
FOPL as a nutrition policy priority, engaging stakeholders
and the public, and collecting formative evidence on
which to base the labelling system. There was a wide
divergence between countries in the extent to which they
had conducted formative research and consumer testing
during the development of the FOPL. In all but one
country (Israel), FOPL policies were implemented under
voluntary arrangements, with variable penetration of the
labels into the marketplace. Voluntary implementation is
at least partly a result of existing European Union

regulations that prevent national governments from
implementing mandatory national FOPL systems(17).
However, the voluntary nature of most schemes means
that uptake across the food supply is generally less than
optimal and highly variable between countries.

As part of FOPL system implementation, few countries
with FOPL policies had outlined formal provisions for
evaluation of new FOPL systems. Monitoring and eva-
luation are recognised as a key element in policy imple-
mentation more broadly, to understand the impact of the
action and to guide future activities or improvements(18).
Despite the paucity of available detail on provisions for
FOPL policy evaluation, published studies were available
on the effect of the identified FOPL systems on consumer
label use and understanding, and food choice, purchase
and intake. Most published information on FOPL perfor-
mance related to proximal impacts of label implementa-
tion, including label understanding, and relatively less on
longer-term dietary and health outcomes. Studies asses-
sing the effect of endorsement logos on food choice
found these to have limited impact on influencing the
healthfulness of selected foods. A small number of iden-
tified studies that assessed the impact of the Nutri-Score
system and traffic light coloured FOPL find that these
systems better support the selection of more nutritionally
favourable products. Less information was available on
the effect of FOPL on actual food purchases. Improve-
ments to the nutritional quality of purchased foods have
been found with the Nutri-Score system but not for traffic
light colour-coded labels. The evaluation evidence pre-
sented was limited to studies that assessed FOPL systems
identified as being implemented in the European coun-
tries with FOPL policies. However, the findings were
broadly aligned with other published review articles,
which similarly identify a slew of information towards
more proximal outcomes of label implementation
including label understanding and relatively less infor-
mation on dietary and health outcomes.

Based on the evidence synthesised in the HEN report, a
number of considerations were identified for the adoption
or review of FOPL policies at the national or regional level
to ensure policies achieve the population nutrition aims of
FOPL. These include:

1. establishing a single, consistent FOPL system to aid
consumer use and understanding of the label;

2. utilising a system of interpretive FOPL that can provide
evaluative judgements about product unhealthfulness,
which appears to be a more effective way to support
consumers to choose nutritionally favourable products –
it may also highlight better for-you choices, thus
providing both positive and negative evaluative
judgements;

3. reflecting upon the possibility that endorsement logos
alone could encourage consumers to overestimate the
healthfulness of products and engender a price
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premium, which may have implications for low socio-
economic groups;

4. opting for government-led policy development rather
than a commercially based system as consumers
perceive the latter as less credible;

5. developing the scope of FOPL policies based on
stakeholder engagement and formative research to
ensure that the right policy is chosen for the
population;

6. exploring ways to overcome issues with uptake of the
labelling system in the marketplace, including through
mandatory implementation;

7. supporting implementation through the development
of guidance documents for industry to facilitate label
adoption and public education initiatives to stimulate
consumer demand for the labels and improve aware-
ness and understanding; and

8. creating a formal and comprehensive policy monitor-
ing and evaluation programme to assess implementa-
tion and impact (e.g. outcomes such as knowledge,
attitudes and behaviour, purchasing and consumption
changes, reformulation, and potential health effects).

Poor diet is the leading cause of mortality and morbidity
across the WHO European Region, including contributing
to obesity, type 2 diabetes mellitus, CVD and some types
of cancer. Nutrition labelling is one of the policy tools that
can be leveraged to support healthy diets. When this
labelling is readily noticeable, understood and compelling,
it has the potential to stimulate consumers to make heal-
thier food choices and to drive reformulation of products
where manufacturers seek to avoid making unfavourable
nutrient content disclosures. Such labelling must be com-
plemented by other aligned policy actions that improve
economic and physical access to healthy foods, increase
the desirability of healthy choices, and reduce the nor-
malisation and promotion of unhealthy choices. The
extent that FOPL will improve population food choices
depends, at least partly, on consumers’ ability to under-
stand the information presented and their motivation to
apply it. Based on the evidence reviewed, the HEN report
encourages countries to consider an FOPL system that is
applied widely across all products and provides negative
evaluative judgements, possibly combined with positive
indicators as well. Implementation provisions should drive
widespread uptake of the system and allow for formal
evaluation of impact.
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