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ABSTRACT: The aim of this paper was to give an overview of up-to-date papers covering sensory
evaluation and consumer preference research that can form a basis for user-oriented food product
development in Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs). The paper points out the most important factors
with impact on food products fail, that may arise as a consequence of not matching consumers’ needs.
Collecting of appropriate information concerning consumers’ needs and expectations are essential
requirements of a consumer-oriented product development. Consumer’s sensory tests can provide
sensory information related to food product quality and consumers preference, useful and important for
product quality control and improvement. The elements with impact on consumers’ food products
preferences are identified and discussed. Success and survival of SMEs on the market could be expected
if producers identify and satisfy current and future needs of consumers. Management and policy makers
of the enterprise should support development and implementing sensory programs within an enterprise,
and use it as a tool for ensuring quality of product and competitive food manufacturing. Consumer-
oriented food product development should be considered as a tool for building competitive advantage and
long-term enterprise success in the market and for prevention of negative changes in product quality and
acceptability, consumers’ complaints and product rejection.
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INTRODUCTION

Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) are an important contributor to growth and employment
in the European Union, and they are much greater in number than large companies. Enterprises
face the challenge of being competitive on a global scale and SMEs continue to face with limited
capacity to expand to markets beyond their home country (Commission Recommendation
2003/361/EC; European Commission Proposal, 2011/0394 COD). SMEs are often said to be
responsible for driving innovation and competition in many economic sectors. As major factors
that distinguish the SMEs as growers and non-growers Hansen and Hamilton (2011) emphasize:
their opportunistic perceptions of the environment; controlled growth ambition within their own
needs and financial, intellectual or personal capabilities; a developed culture of innovation
referring to new ways of doing things commonly associated with new products or processes;
flexibility that refers to agile approaches to products, product markets and customer services;
and use of extensive private business networks. SME performance is directly associated with
and affected by the procurement system, by logistics, and particularly by the general attitude
and behaviour adopted by enterprises towards their customers and suppliers (Orfanos et al.,
2010). Considering the effect of various management practices on performance of small
business enterprises in manufacturing industry Gadenne (1998) found that small retail and
manufacturing firms may be able to successfully compete in the open marketplace with good
quality, pricing products lower than competitors, acquiring knowledge of competitors’ activities,
and with better customer relations.



Most SMEs play a key role as innovators in EU economy, although they are not exercising
research and development activities, as officially defined. Innovation in SMEs relies to a large
extent on qualified entrepreneurs and employees and on cooperation with suppliers and
customers (UEAPME, 2009). The economic success of the food processing enterprises in a
competitive environment depends on their capability to improve their products, identify and
satisfy consumers’ requirements (Grunert et al., 2008; van Trijp and van Kleef, 2008).
Transformative consumer research is studying the role that consumption plays in the major
social problems of our day, with the goal to do practical research that can be used by
consumers’ activists, policy makers and businesses to improve consumer well-being (Ozanne et
al., 2011). Nowadays consumers’ requirements regarding food products are more diverse than
ever before, thus challenging the producers to design and produce food products that are
perfectly tuned to the wishes of individual consumers (Benner et al., 2003). For SMEs is very
important to assess its strategic position, challenges and to identify opportunities performing
continuous improvement of user-oriented product quality, food product development, increasing
productivity and competitiveness and staying in a mature market.

The aim of this paper was to give an overview of up-to-date papers covering sensory evaluation
and consumer preference research that can form a basis for user-oriented food product
development in SMEs. The paper points out the most important factors with impact on food
products fail, that may arise as a consequence of not matching consumers’ needs. The paper is
organized as follows. First, an overview of up-to-date papers covering sensory evaluation and
consumer preference research has been given. Second part of the paper offers a brief review of
the literature related to the food product development, with impact on activities which SME
should assess for improving current methods and practices in a consumer-oriented food
production and products fail prevention. Third part of the paper emphasizes importance of the
food product quality control and quality control sensory programs implementing, as a tool for
ensuring high and consistent quality of final products and competitive food manufacturing in
SME. Finally, some conclusions are provided.

Sensory evaluation and consumers’ research

Collecting of appropriate information concerning consumers’ needs and expectations are
essential requirements of a consumer-oriented product development. Researches on consumer
behaviour, demand, expectations and consumption of food generally are important the same as
analysis and understanding of consumer preferences (Van Kleef et al., 2006; Gielens and
Steenkamp, 2007; Miljkovic and Effertz, 2010). The key determinant of success in product
development is the degree to which a product coincides with consumer needs and expectations
(Sijtsema et al., 2004; Bahamonde et al., 2007). Consumer’s sensory tests can provide sensory
information related to food product quality and consumers preference, useful and important for
product development and quality control.

The areas or growth and opportunities for improvement companies’ success in the market
include awareness of the importance and support for quality control sensory programs within an
organization and involvement of sensory scientists in it (Munoz, 2002; Moskowitz et al., 2006).
Adequate information exchange throughout the complete food production chain is a vital
element in the realisation of an efficient and effective product development process in SMEs.
The sources of information and knowledge, mostly used for innovative ideas by SME in the food
area, are in their direct surroundings (Benner et al., 2003).

Food producers must know that consumers have concerns about influence of the foods they eat
on their health. Their personal values, especially those related to sensory quality characteristics
and nature of food may be strong predictors of consumers’ concerns about food preference,
acceptability and choice (Linnemann et al., 2006; Worsley and Lea, 2008). A range of factors
have influence on special categories of consumers or children, youth and teen population
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lifestyles, food choice and diets (Pescud and Pettigrew, 2010; Roberts and Pettigrew, 2010;
Luchs et al., 2011; Mason et al., 2011). The visual design parameters should be considered in
the food product development process. The packaging colour and shape may influence food
product quality evaluations. Package appearance is important, it may be specifically designed
with particular symbolic meanings, related to the selected sensory properties and impact on
overall product evaluations and price expectations (Becker et al., 2011).

Consumer-oriented products have to deliver nutrition performance, function, convenience, but
most importantly, sensory characteristics related to the product acceptability (Moskowitz and
Hartmann, 2008). A quality control function is an operation closely aligned with the food
manufacturing process, with emphasis mainly on instrumental and chemical analyses. Most
companies have well defined and established quality control programs, but no quality control
sensory programs. The quality of food products is correlated with their sensory properties, and
implementing quality control sensory program may have a vital role in the consumer-oriented
food production (Munoz, 2002). The experienced specialists in sensory analysis and quality
control, with strong personal networks can play a fundamental role in supporting SMEs, creating
stable and continuing relations communicating between SMEs and universities, institutions and
science laboratories.

Food product development

Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) were important developers of radical innovations (Massa
and Testa, 2008). Enterprise should assess its current situation and implement new or improve
current methods and practices. Food product development is a continuous process that is of
great concern to producers, because of the fact that tomorrow’s consumers needs are changing
with time and they may not want the products that were in great demand yesterday (Costa and
Jongen, 2006; Linnemann et al., 2006; Gruji¢ and Cantalejo, 2009).

Small enterprise may achieve long-term survival through timely strategic and management
changes, encouraging close relationships among core shareholders and core customers (Ng
and Keasey, 2010). In food product development, SME should established food quality and
sensory standards and incorporate it in specifications for final products QC. It should include
results of consumers’ preference research. Food product development process in SMEs can use
available external sources of inputs and expertise from suppliers, research institutes,
universities, partner companies, and customers.

Innovation and product developments in SMEs are permanent process driven by small
entrepreneurs and their staff. These kinds of activities include new and improved products, new
processes, new markets and management concepts and play an important role for economic
growth. New food products often fail, because they are not designed according to consumers’
wishes or not produced efficiently. SMEs need qualified staff or adequate support services to
design and handle products development projects, especially if bigger changes in production
process are involved. That could be solved using external sources of expertise from research
institutes, universities and customers. The reasons for the low innovation rate in the food
industry are numerous. The qualitative customer requirements should be translated into design
parameters of the product during development process. Parameters are measurable attributes
and quality determinants of the food product. The approach of Mattsson and Helmersson (2007)
illustrated a method to cluster consumer attribute preferences and to transform that text about
certain food product, spontaneously written by consumers, in directions for work on food product
development. In order to reach a stage of sustainable development, firms need crucial
resources, such as a large enough market, an accepted product or service, purchasing
customers and a supportive network. Furthermore, the firm has to be able to utilize these
resources in a satisfactory way that is, through its motivation, competence and organization



(Norrman and Bager-Sjogren, 2010). Each of mentioned factors have role in matching
consumers’ needs and impact on food products success or fail.

Quality of food product as competitive advantage

Many SMEs are facing with lack of capacity, human and financial sources for food product
development, but consumers require and expect quality and safety of food products in the
market (Costa and Jongen, 2006; Mattsson and Helmersson, 2007; Gruji¢ and Cantalejo, 2009;
Pescud and Pettigrew, 2010). Most companies have well defined and established quality
assurance and quality control programs to pursue and maintain the products’ quality and prevent
negative changes in product quality, consumers’ complaints or product rejection. The emphasis
is mainly on instrumental and chemical analyses, many enterprises have some type of quality
control sensory programs, but only a few have sound quality control sensory programs (Munoz,
2002). Management and policy makers of the enterprise should support development and
implementing sensory programs within an enterprise, and use it as a tool for ensuring high and
consistent quality of final products and competitive food manufacturing.

The research work of Arulselvan et al. (2008) provides a practical approach for classify food
industry products, to understand characteristics of the food industries and structure of the food
industry market. Success and survival of SMEs could be expected if producers identify and
satisfy current and future needs of consumers. Status consumption is the consumption of goods
for displaying status. It could be used as quality characteristic for products development, s
obzirom na to da as modern status orientation has a positive impact on status consumption and
satisfaction with life in general (Nguyen and Siok, 2011).

The success of a product is determined by the profit a company and by selling the product
(Benner et al., 2003). For the products survival on the market, the consumers have to buy the
product once, and if it fulfils certain expectations they will buy it again. The product also has to
be better in fulfilling these requirements than similar products available on the market.

CONCLUSIONS

Success and survival of SMEs on the market could be expected if producers identify and satisfy
current and future needs of consumers. Collecting of appropriate information concerning
consumers’ needs and expectations are essential requirements of a consumer-oriented product
development. Consumer’s sensory tests can provide sensory information related to food product
quality and consumers preference, useful and important for product development and quality
control. Management and policy makers of the enterprise should support development and
implementing sensory programs within an enterprise, and use it as a tool for ensuring quality of
product and competitive food manufacturing. Consumer-oriented food product development
should be considered as a tool for building competitive advantage and long-term enterprise
success in the market and for prevention of negative changes in product quality and
acceptability, consumers’ complaints and product rejection.
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