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	What characterises the taste of traditional food?

What is it that makes Italian Parma, Greek Feta and Norwegian dry cured lamb to traditional foods? This is not an easy question to answer. Nevertheless, consumers attitude to traditional European products are going to be examined quite carefully. Among the things we wish to understand are what consumers read into the concept of traditional products and how they adopt positions concerning changes in these products.
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"We have established with certainty that expectations of a traditional product are important to the taste experience. This is due the fact that it is not only our sense of taste, but also the history of the product which is important to the total taste experience,” says researcher Margrethe Hersleth, who as a representative of Matforsk, the Norwegian Food Research Institute, is participating in a large EU-project called TrueFood. 

Goat’s milk cheese has withstood production changes
Margrethe Hersleth is responsible for one of eight workpackages in TrueFood. She works together with scientists from France, Spain, Belgium, Poland and Italy. The overall objectives of this workpacage are to determine consumer perception, expectations and attitudes towards traditional food products and innovation acceptance related to such products. 
”Initially, we need to clarify what the consumers in the participating countries perceive to be traditional food and what kind of expectations they may have to such a product. Then we will explore how they accept possible innovations to traditional products,” explains Margrethe Hersleth. 
The Norwegian brown cheese is a relevant example. 
”The production of brown cheese has changed a lot, but nevertheless this cheese remains a traditional Norwegian product. Previously, brown cheese was made in iron pots. Today it is produced in a completely different way, without Norwegians rejecting this as a traditional product,” she says.

Enough products to choose between
”If one looks at traditional products from a health-related perspective, some products do have the potential to be improved. Examples are reduction of salt content in dry cured meats and conservation of nutritional content in processed fruit and vegetables. The results of our studies will be of interest to the food products industry. They will gain better knowledge of what consumers regard as special when it comes to their products, and at the same time they will learn whether changes to the product will be accepted by the consumer,” says Margrethe Hersleth. ”There are plenty of traditional products to choose between. For Norwegians it can be brown cheese, cry cured lamb meat or smoked salmon. In other countries olives, Feta cheese and Parma ham are examples of important products. The collaboration with industry is important in TrueFood. In Norway we have established a reference group says Hersleth.

Association tests
”We will start with focus groups in the countries involved. Focus groups are discussion forums with groups of consumers. We will focus on definitions of traditional foods and innovations in traditional foods during the discussions. Based on the information we get from the focus groups we will carry out association tests. In this test we will ask for consumers associations to a number of words which are linked to tradition and innovation. We measure how positively or negatively charged the responses are, the rapidity of the responses and so on,” explains Margrethe Hersleth.
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Blind tests
Results from focus groups and associations test will form the basis for a larger questionnaire-based study that will involve 400 respondents in each participating country. Afterwards, experimental studies will be performed in which the products will be tested out. 
”Experimental studies will be performed with both blind testing and tests with labelled products. We will also introduce minor changes in some of the traditional products in order to see whether the changes are noticed and possibly how they are accepted,” says Hersleth.

The budget for this workpackage in TRUEFOOD is 5 % of the project’s total framework, and corresponds to NOK 10 million. Food safety, risk analyses, increased nutritional quality and testing in European companies are other important dimensions of the TrueFood project.
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Healthy traditional foods
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”The hypothesis is that one may reduce the total salt content of traditional products such as smoked salmon and dry cured ham without reducing their shelf life or sensory quality,” says scientist Vegard Segtnan about his activities in the TrueFood project.

Matforsk, the Norwegian Food Research Institute, will be contributing expertise in the areas of on-line measurement and salting technology. Vegard Segtnan is representing Matforsk’s in the field of food quality measurement.

”If it turns out that it is possible to reduce the salt content in dry cured ham and still have a desirable quality, this will be important information for the industry in all of Europe. The goal is to find the right salt balance in the products. Salt content is very important in relation to the product shelf life,” he says. 

”Today, the entire product has roughly the same amount of salt added, however we believe that the quantity of salt can be optimised for every individual product, and also within each individual product, so that parts with a different fat content will have different quantities of salt added, says Vegard Segtnan.
Development and applications of non-destructive measurement methods for fat, salt and water distribution in traditional products are important parts of the project. The measurements performed include the use of NIR (near-infrared) imaging, x-ray tomography (in co-operation with UMR) and MR (magnetic resonance) imaging (in co-operation with INRA, France). Statistical data analysis is also an extremely important tool in this project.


Helpful to the industry
[image: image7.jpg]


Producers of traditional products sell a lot more than the product itself. The consumers are also purchasing feelings, childhood memories and experiences. At the same time, it is important that a product is adapted to the times in which we live. Hence the products must be developed continously. 

Managing Director Randi Kvissel Haugen of Matmerk, the Norwegian Food Branding Foundation, believes that results from the TrueFood project will bring important knowledge to Norwegian producers. She is very interested to see the outcome of the blind tests that will be performed in different European countries – will the consumers be capable of recognising their own traditional products?
”Matmerk and Matforsk have co-operated previously on a sensory test of totally twenty different dry cured hams, and our experience was that there were large variations in the taste, salt content, degree of smoking, etc. between the products. This reflects the large regional differences in preferences among the Norwegian consumers for dry cured meat” she says.
”I believe that the consumers appreciate traditional foods. Look at how the traditional Norwegian product “Rakfisk”, has been promoted in recent years, as well as the discussion concerning how the traditions arose for this product. We can see that Norwegian consumers want to know more about the food they eat. They want to know the origin, the history, the method of production, etc. There are probably a number of reasons why: Food safety is one, but curiosity is also an important factor. We are travelling more abroad and get new culinary experiences. A results is that the interest in our own culinary traditions is increasing,” says Randi Kvissel Haugen.



