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EVALUATING EU FOOD QUALITY
SCHEMES: CONSUMERS, PRODUCERS
AND SUSTAINABILITY PERSPECTIVES.
Introduction
A series of studies on EU Food Quality Schemes (FQS)
conducted within the framework of the H2020 project
Strength2Food
contribute
to
evaluate
the
eﬀec�veness, eﬃciency, relevance and consistency of
EU FQS. The work brings together consumer, producer,
and territorial perspec�ves to form a holis�c
assessment.
Supporting European consultations on EU FQS
The research conducted by the Strength2Food project
took place in the context of, and supports, the public
consulta�on launched in 2019 by the European
Commission (EC) on EU FQS, and the new EC priority on
strengthening Geographical Indica�ons (GIs).
In view of suppor�ng the EC’s process to evaluate and
improve the eﬀec�veness of FQS, Professor Ma�hew
Gorton (Newcastle University, UK), Dr Barbara Tocco
(Newcastle University, UK), and Professor Filippo Arﬁni
(University of Parma, IT) presented the key research
ﬁndings of Strength2Food project to representa�ves of
DG Agriculture and Rural Development of the EC and
the Research Execu�ve Agency (REA) during an expert
mee�ng held in Brussels in January 2020 with AREPO.
The European Union protects more than 300 names
of speciﬁc food, wine, and agricultural products under
one of its FQS, including Protected Designa�on of
Origin (PDO), Protected Geographical Indica�on (PGI),
and tradi�onal Speciali�es Guaranteed (TSG).
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EU FQS and consumers
Quan�ta�ve research conducted by the Strength2Food
project via two pan-European consumer surveys
provides key cross-country data for a be�er
understanding of consumers’ percep�ons and
valua�on of quality schemes.
Overall, the research highlights a s�ll generally weak
knowledge and understanding of the actual meaning
and func�oning of FQS, with signiﬁcant diﬀerences
across countries and quality labels. The main results
are:
 Consumers’ knowledge of FQS does not seem to
be par�cularly high, with persistent confusion
regarding labelling, cer�ﬁca�on and assurance
schemes;
 Consumers’ recogni�on of the diﬀerent EU FQS
labels is s�ll weak: a higher level of recogni�on is
observed for the EU organic label, while slightly
poorer for PDO/PGI, and much lower for TSG;
 Lower consumers’ familiarity is observed with EU
cer�ﬁca�ons when compared to na�onal or
regional ones, or to supermarkets’ own branding
and logos (e.g. organic);
 Considerable varia�ons exist across countries: for
instance, France and Italy exhibit higher levels of
knowledge,
recogni�on,
valua�on
and
conﬁdence; this is associated with a wider
development of EU FQS in these countries and
with consumers’ stronger interest towards
products’ and processes’ speciﬁc a�ributes.
When consumers recognise a label, they are more
likely to report that that they use it when deciding what
to buy. Even though recogni�on does not always
correspond to factual knowledge, it is a necessary precursor for consumers’ introduc�on of FQS labels in
their food choices.
Promo�onal campaigns implemented at the EU level
have played a crucial role in this ﬁeld, contribu�ng to
increased public awareness and understanding
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This factsheet summarizes the data presented at the
mee�ng and provides an overview of the project’s
main ﬁndings on EU FQS’s performance at the level of
consumers, producers and sustainability assessment.
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regarding EU FQS. However, speciﬁc eﬀorts are needed
in order to improve communica�on and marke�ng
strategies linked to EU FQS so as to be�er achieve their
original mandate to inform consumers’ behaviour.

On the other side, the following incen�ves have been
iden�ﬁed as key determinants encouraging producers‘
engagement in EU FQS:

The exis�ng logos for PDO/PGI/TSG and the EU’s
Organic Green leaf logos do not score highly in terms
of their eﬀec�veness in ac�ng as communica�on tools
for consumers. Speciﬁcally:

market opportuni�es (in terms of sales and
margins);
 product diﬀerenta�on;
 quality assurance promo�on;
 product recogni�on and iden�ty;
 IP protec�on, reputa�on and pres�ge;
Push and external factors:
 dissa�sfac�on with exis�ng arrangements;
 EU policy support;
 encouragement from na�onal authori�es;
 producers‘ coopera�on and consor�a.





The logos are perceived as unclear,
uninteres�ng or hard to understand;
furthermore, the wri�ng on the packaging of
products - explaining the label’s meaning - are
insuﬃciently clear or visible;
The overall confusion registered between
PDO, PGI and TSG does not only concern their
meaning but is also associated with a low
perceived dis�nc�veness of their visual clues
and pa�erns.

Such insights contribute to highlight the key role of
promo�onal campaigns at the EU level in order to
be�er inform consumers’ food choices. However,
these need to be associated with the development of
clearer and more eﬀec�ve communica�on and
marke�ng ac�ons to increase consumers’ overall
knowledge, recogni�on, valua�on and use of EU FQS.
EU FQS and producers
Econometric analyses conducted by Strength2Food
project adds to the understanding of producers’
current engagement in FQS chains and of their impact
on farm performance, price transmission and trade
pa�erns.
Farmers’ engagement in EU FQS is inﬂuenced by a wide
variety of factors. The following elements have been
iden�ﬁed as the most common barriers and challenges
reported by producers to their engagement in EU FQS:







diﬃcult bureaucra�c procedures;
high registra�on costs;
stringent requirements of speciﬁca�on;
risk of fraud and falsiﬁca�on;
limited marke�ng promo�on;
limited consumers’ awareness, leading to overall
market uncertainty.

Pull factors:


For those producers who decide to engage in EU FQS,
the analysis conducted by Strength2Food shows EU
FQS’s overall poten�al to deliver substan�al beneﬁts to
farms and producers.
From a socio-economic point of view, EU FQS are
demonstrated to posi�vely aﬀect producers’ extensive
and intensive margins and to reduce price vola�lity. By
enhancing the overall quality and added value of a
product, FQS allow in fact the producer to oﬀer unique
and diﬀeren�ated products of a higher quality at a
higher price. As a result, producers can beneﬁt, not
only from a strengthened posi�on in the value chain
and stronger enforcement of their rights, but also from
an improved compe��veness and trade performance,
both within domes�c and interna�onal markets.
The beneﬁts of FQS are in fact not restricted to
European markets and appear to be par�cularly
signiﬁcant from an interna�onal trade perspec�ve. In
this framework, EU quality policy provides an
interes�ng export-promo�on mechanism through
which the EU can compete on quality rather than price.
FQS can lead to substan�al increases in the trade ﬂows,
volumes and export unit values. Econometric analysis
suggests that asymmetric price dynamics are more
signiﬁcantly present in conven�onal (non-FQS) chains
as compared to EU FQS chains.
The evidence, however, reveals that the eﬀec�ve
impacts and beneﬁts of EU FQS for producers vary
enormously across consor�a, quality products and
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contexts. Greater beneﬁts are notably observed within
well-established consor�a and FQS, as compared to
nascent, peripheral or small-scale systems. Generally,
the establishment of FQS in Eastern Europe has a mixed
record of achievement, with some success stories but
also failures. Many have struggled to generate a
substan�al price premium for producers.
EU FQS and rural territories
An economic, social and environmental assessment
conducted by the Strength2Food project, analyses the
contribu�on of 27 diﬀerent FQS (including PDO, PGI
and organic products) to rural economies and
territorial cohesion, thus demonstra�ng their impacts,
not only on producers, but also on their associated
territories and communi�es.
From a socio-economic perspec�ve, FQS notably
contribute to job crea�on at the local level, as well as
to the genera�on of socio-economic public goods, with
posi�ve externali�es for value chains and rural areas.
From a cultural perspec�ve, FQS play a substan�al role
in the promo�on, preserva�on and development of
cultural heritage, including through the maintenance
of speciﬁc know-how and the preserva�on of
gastronomic tradi�ons in local areas.

Assessing the sustainability of EU FQS: methodological
challenges
Given its mul�-dimensional structure, assessing the
sustainability of EU FQS from an economic, social and
environmental perspec�ve requires a holis�c and
mul�-indicator approach. In this context, the project
provides a key contribu�on to the construc�on of an
innova�ve methodology and conceptual framework to
assess the sustainability of diﬀerent FQS.
The assessment of FQS sustainability needs to combine
its three main dimensions – i.e. environmental,
economic and social:






the environmental sustainability of FQS refers to
the bio-spherical implica�ons of the quality
standards deﬁned by the product speciﬁca�on;
the economic sustainability of FQS refers to
value chain eﬀec�veness and to its capacity to
deliver added value to producers;
the social sustainability of FQS, applied mainly to
rural areas and produc�on systems, refers to the
ability to provide unique quality features and to
manage local resources.

From an environmental perspec�ve, FQS are
demonstrated to produce posi�ve impacts on the
preserva�on and protec�on of natural resources and,
indirectly, on the capacity to contribute to the local
environment and landscapes. Among all FQS, organic
FQS seem to provide the strongest contribu�on to the
genera�on of environmental public goods.
Finally, FQS from less developed regions and emerging
economies, such as Vietnam and Thailand, can
posi�vely aﬀect the sustainability and food security of
their associated areas and food chains.
All abovemen�oned elements need to be taken into
considera�on
when
assessing
the
social,
environmental and economic sustainability of diﬀerent
FQS.
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In addi�on to this, the assessment of FQS sustainability
needs to involve an in-depth analysis of the impacts on
the diﬀerent stakeholders and levels composing its
value chain. These include direct and indirect
stakeholders related to the FQS-associated territories
(e.g. producers, processors, distributors, consumers)
but also the wider value chain stakeholders system
detached from the geographical-territorial level (e.g.
public authori�es, other economic ac�vi�es, internal
and
external
input
suppliers, local, domes�c
and
global
market
des�na�ons).
In order to assess each of
these dimensions, the
Strength2Food
project
iden�ﬁed
speciﬁc
sustainability indicators
that can be combined in a
holis�c and innova�ve
way, to capture economic resilience, environmental
integrity, social well-being and good governance
generated in rela�on to the FQS.
The results from the social, economic and
environmental assessment of EU FQS demonstrate
that FQS products are generally more sustainable than
non-designated equivalent reference products.
Furthermore, through its innova�ve approach, the
research provides a toolkit framework for future
assessments of other FQS and changes over �me.

posi�vely farm and trade performances, while
delivering substan�al economic, social and economic
beneﬁts to associated territories, communi�es and
food chains. Overall, FQS products are demonstrated
to be more sustainable than non-designated
equivalent reference products, although there are s�ll
opportuni�es to improve relevant legisla�on and
achieve be�er results for producers and consumers.

The beneﬁts produced by EU FQS, however, vary
substan�ally across countries, quality products and
types of consor�a, thus leaving some unrealized
poten�al and key priori�es for interven�on. These and
other evidence-based data, recommenda�ons,
challenges and lessons arising from the project will
form the basis of a forthcoming publica�on designed to
support policymakers, experts and relevant
stakeholders in addressing such issues.

Conclusions
The research conducted within the H2020 project
Strength2Food draws an interes�ng and rounded
picture of EU FQS, and help to evaluate their
performance, eﬀec�veness, eﬃciency, relevance and
consistency from several perspec�ves. In this
framework, the studies conducted show that the
overall understanding, knowledge, and recogni�on of
EU FQS should be strengthened. In this context,
con�nued ﬁnancing of promo�onal campaigns at the
EU level is crucial but needs to be accompanied by
improved communica�on and marke�ng strategies
targe�ng consumers. From the point of view of
producers, the studies show that EU FQS aﬀect
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