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Abstract. The prepared dishes industry has gained significant attention due to
its convenience and growing consumer demand, particularly in urban areas,
However, concerns about food safety, traceability, taste, and packaging have in-
fluenced consumers’ attitudes and willingness to pay for these products. This
study investigates the preferences, attitudes, and behaviors regarding prepared
dishes in tier-1 and tier-2 cities in China, focusing on the factors such as taste,
safety and innovation. Using a hybrid approach combining grounded theory,
discourse analysis, and thick description, the research analyzes data collected
from in-depth interviews, focus group discussions, and semi-structured ques-
tionnaires, followed by concerns about food safety and traceability. The find-
ings reveal that taste is the primary factor influencing consumers’ willingness to
pay, followed by concerns about food safety and traceability. Younger consum-
ers prioritize convenience and flavor, while older demographics emphasize
health and ingredient quality. The study also highlights the role of government
regulations and effective marketing strategies in shaping consumer trust and ac-
ceptance of prepared food. By providing a comprehensive understanding of
consumer preferences, this research offers theoretical guidance for the future
development of the prepared dishes industry, emphasizing the need for im-
proved safety standards, transparent traceability systems, and innovative prod-
uct offerings to meet diverse consumer needs.

Keywords: prepared dishes, consumer preferences, willingness to pay, dis-
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1 Introduction

Consumers' attention to traceability, food packaging, taste and safety is an important
factor in promoting the continuous development of the industrial chain of prepared
dishes. Prepared dishes need more stringent food safety inspection than ordinary food
and beverage products, and there are more uncertainties and information asymmetry
in product quality. Prepared dishes are receiving both support and disapproval among
the public. Factors affecting consumers' willingness to pay are inextricably linked to
food safety and food innovation [1].
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Most of the existing studies on prepared dishes focus on the producer side of the
prepared dishes industry from the perspective of product research and development,
while there are few studies on in-depth analysis of consumers' attitude and preference
for prepared dishes. This research investigates the preference, attitudes and actions of
different groups of consumers in the tier-1 and tier-2 cities of China on the consump-
tion of prepared dishes. This research provides theoretical guidance for the future
development direction and possible problems of prepared dishes industry. The pur-
pose of this research is to analyze consumers’ attitudes, discourses and actions on
prepared dishes and their evaluation on the development status of prepared dishes
through the discourse analysis to find out new growth point and consumer-oriented
development pathway of prepared dishes industry. Based on the theory of individual
preference in microeconomics, this paper studies the influence of individual prefer-
ence in different groups on the consumption of prepared dishes. From a new perspec-
tive, the development status of prepared dish industry and the views of different
groups of consumers on prepared dish consumption are expounded.

2 Litereture Rewiew

Many scholars have studied the consumer preferences towards processed or ready-to-
eat foods. M. L. Horning, J. A. Fulkerson, S. E. Friend and M. Story used quadratic
data analysis and were evaluated using Chi-square, Fisher's exact test, and t-test. It
was concluded that since lower cooking self-efficacy and meal planning abilities are
associated with the majority of reported reasons for purchasing prepackaged pro-
cessed foods, strategies to increase these attributes for parents of all backgrounds can
reduce dependence on prepackaged processed foods at family meals [2]. In addition,
N. Geeroms, W. Verbeke and P. Van Kenhove used a multidimensional perspective
and cross-sectional data to study the impact of consumer health-related motivational
orientation on the purchase of prepared foods. It was concluded that consumers' own
characteristics influence the purchase of prepared dishes, and that energetic experi-
menters and conscious experts showed more positive attitudes, stronger beliefs, and
higher penetration and consumption frequency than harmonious hedonists, norm-
setters, and rationalists [3]. Moreover, M. Akiyama, M. Tatsuzaki, T. Michishita, T.
Ichiki, M. Sumi, M. Ikeda, et al. ANOVA and factor analysis were used to study the
impact of ready-to-drink coffee beverage packaging design on consumers' purchases
based on the sensory scores of consumers about food, and with the aid of two-
dimensional graphs. It was concluded that the cognitive characteristics of the term and
the difference in the attractiveness of the cognitive term by the consumer's personal
attributes would affect the purchase of ready-to-eat coffee [4]. Besides, S. Jia used the
method of forming an interview group to interview and consult with teenagers in the
target area, studied the influence of consumer preferences on the consumption of
premade reheated food, and concluded that social factors such as the herd effect
would increase the consumption of premade food [5]. Apart from that, Judy Graham
used the method of requiring participants to take daily food pictures to study the im-
pact of personal time preferences on premade meal consumption. She found that con-
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sumers are increasingly choosing premade meals to save time, and premade meals
have gradually become a modern trend [6]. Sally Lovelace used a qualitative research
survey method to investigate the impact of parents' preferences in low-income areas
of the UK on their consumption of prepackaged meals. She found that income in-
duced parental indifference to dietary health is an important factor leading to an in-
crease in prepackaged meal consumption [7]. Another case is that Esperanza Arnés
used a sample statistical method to investigate the influence of local preferences for
corn based premade dishes in rural Mexico. He pointed out that local preferences will
affect the supply and consumption of premade dishes, and ultimately affect the health
level of the people themselves [8]. The last experiment is that Zerrin Kenano Iu Bekta
used mathematical modeling to investigate whether consumers' demand for frozen
foods is influenced by their own preferences. He found that consumers are willing to
pay extra for frozen foods, and preferences lead to an increase in demand [9].

Many scholars concluded that taste is one of the key factors to influence consum-
ers’ willingness to pay. Sorenson used a control group and scale assessment to inves-
tigate the effect of high-pressure treatment on consumer acceptance of refrigerated
ready-to-eat foods produced from low-value cuts of beef. The optimal pressure treat-
ment acceptable to specific consumer groups was determined, and it was concluded
that the tenderness and juiciness of beef, overall taste, overall preference and purchase
intention would all influence consumers' consumption of prepackaged beef foods
[10].

3 Methodology

To ensure the comprehensiveness and accuracy of the research, a diversified data
collection method including in-depth face to face interview, focal groups interview,
and semi-structural questionnaire. An analytical framework combining grounded
theory and discourse analysis was adopted. Through the organic combination of these
two investi-gation methods, we enrich our data sources, enhance the credibility and
persuasion of the research, and lay a solid foundation for the results and analytical
discussion of this study. The details of methodological framework is as follows.

3.1 Grounded Theory

Grounded theory is a qualitative research methodology used to develop an emerging
theory induced by the raw data and empirical material. It reflects the details and com-
plexity of the actual situation, which provides a valuable empirical basis for the re-
search. From October 2023 to August 2024, team members carried out field investiga-
tions in Beijing, Zhejiang, Liaoning, Henan and other cities to understand the views
of local residents of different ages and social status on prepared dish products.
Through random interviews and in-depth interviews, a survey is conducted on four
groups of people: young workers, young mothers, students in school and retired elder-
ly people, and several reports with research value are selected as the main analysis
objects. The interview not only mentioned the frequency and preference of the re-
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spondents for the use of prepared dishes, but also the prospect of the future develop-
ment trend of prepared dishes.

3.2  Discourse Analysis

To address the research questions, this paper adopts an “actor-oriented” and a “dis-
course analysis” approach to architecture an analytical frame-work. Long’s (1990)
“actor-oriented” theory of social interfaces is significantly salient to study inter-actor
influences. It assumes that actors’ decisions could be influenced by factors such as
knowledge and the social, cultural and economic outcomes of taking particular deci-
sions. It attaches importance to the observation of the heterogeneity and dynamic
actions of actors in society and pays attention to the “initiative” of individuals, that is,
the process of individuals actively responding, adjusting and adapting to changes in
the external environment, and explains macro social phenomena from a micro per-
spective [11].

3.3  Thick Description

The questionnaire consists of three parts: first, the survey on the basic information of
the respondents, including consumers’ personal family status and economic status,
consumers’ family characteristics and consumers' basic eating habits; Second, the
influencing factors of willingness to pay were investigated, including the understand-
ing level of prepared dish products, the frequency of prepared dish products use, and
the acceptance level of prepared dish products. Thirdly, the willingness to pay survey
adopts the contingent valuation method to obtain consumers’ willingness to pay.

4 Case Studies: Consumer Attitudes Towards Prepared
Dishes in Different Cities

4.1 Case Study 1: Miss Yang (Beijing)

Case Background.

Miss Yang, a 20-year-old sophomore at a university in Beijing, comes from a mid-
dle-income family. She spends most of her time living in the dormitory on campus
and goes home during holidays. Miss Yang represents the typical characteristics of
young urban consumers: a fast-paced lifestyle, a focus on convenience, some con-
cerns about food safety, but also a willingness to try new things. Her consumption
behavior and attitudes provide valuable insights into the preferences and concerns of
this demographic regarding prepared dishes.

Data Collection Methods.

The data for this case study were collected through a semi-structured interview
conducted in June 2024. The interview lasted approximately 60 minutes and was con-
ducted face-to-face, covering topics such as Miss Yang’s consumption habits, prefer-
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ences, and concerns about prepared dishes. The interview questions included her fre-
quency of using prepared dishes, willingness to pay, taste preferences, and views on
food safety issues. The interview was recorded and transcribed, and the data were
then categorized using thematic analysis.

Case Analysis.

Miss Yang’s consumption behavior is primarily driven by convenience and taste.
She mentioned that due to her busy academic schedule, prepared dishes offer her a
quick solution for meals. Additionally, she believes that the taste of prepared dishes is
more flavorful compared to her own cooking, especially since she is not skilled in
cooking. However, she expressed her concerns about the food safety of prepared
dishes, believing that businesses might use excessive seasonings to mask low-quality
ingredients. She also mentioned that information, such as the origin of ingredients and
expiration dates, in the packages influences her purchasing decisions.

Case Summary.

This case study highlights that while young consumers have a relatively high ac-
ceptance of prepared dishes, food safety remains a major concern. Taste and conven-
ience are key factors driving their consumption behavior, while concerns about food
safety limit their willingness to pay. Therefore, prepared dish companies need to en-
hance food safety management, optimize product taste, and improve packaging design
to build consumer trust. In addition, the government should strengthen regulations to
ensure transparency and standardization in the prepared dish industry. Future research
could further explore the differences in consumer attitudes toward prepared dishes
across different city tiers and income levels.

4.2  Case Study 2: Mr. Su (Tianjin)

Case Background.

Mr. Su, a 79-year-old retired man living alone in Tianjin, represents older consum-
ers who are cautious about prepared dishes. With a bachelor’s degree and a middle-
income background, he values traditional cooking methods and has concerns about
food safety. His consumption behavior and attitudes provide valuable insights of the
preferences and concerns of older urban consumers.

Data Collection Methods.

Data for this case study were also collected through a semi-structured interview
conducted in October 2023. The interview lasted approximately 45 minutes and was
conducted face-to-face, covering topics such as Mr. Su’ s consumption habits, prefer-
ences, and concerns about prepared dishes. The interview questions included his per-
ception of prepared dishes, factors influencing his purchasing decisions, and his views
on the future development of the industry. The interview was recorded and tran-
scribed, and the data were analyzed using thematic analysis.
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Case Analysis.

Mr. Su’ s consumption behavior is primarily driven by convenience, but his dis-
trust of the safety of prepared foods limits his willingness to purchase. He believes
that companies may disguise low-quality ingredients through excessive additives,
which raises concerns about product authenticity and safety. Although he occasionally
buys premade dishes at the supermarket, he prefers to cook when there is a plenty of
time. He prioritizes price, brand, and taste when considering prepared dishes. At the
same time, he expressed concerns about the use of preservatives and additives, and
welcomed the new national standard prohibiting preservatives in prepared dishes.

Case Summary.

This case study shows that food safety and transparency are key factors influencing
older consumers' willingness to purchase prepared dishes. While convenience is an
important driver, concerns about additives and preservatives remain major obstacles.
The prepared dishes industry needs to build trust with older consumers through in-
creased traceability and government regulation. In addition, companies should focus
on improving product quality and providing clear information about ingredient
sources and production processes. Future research could explore the attitudes of older
consumers in different regions and income levels.

5 Conclusion

Based on the grounded theory and the discourse analysis, this study explores consum-
ers' preferences and attitudes toward prepared dishes in China's first - and second-tier
cities. The study found that taste is the main driver of consumers' willingness to pay,
while food safety and traceability are key issues affecting consumer trust. Younger
consumers are more inclined to choose prepared dishes that are convenient and out-
standing in flavor, while older consumers are more concerned about health and quali-
ty of ingredients. This study fills the gap in consumer behavior research in the field of
prepared dishes, provides new empirical support for related theories, and provides
important market insights for prepared dishes enterprises. However, the sample of this
study is mainly concentrated in first - and second-tier cities, and future research can
be expanded to more urban levels, especially third - and fourth-tier cities and rural
areas. In addition, future research could further explore the nutritional value of pre-
pared dishes and their impact on consumer health. Overall, with the growing consum-
er demand for food safety and convenience, the prepared dishes industry is expected
to achieve sustainable development through innovation and standardized manage-
ment.



24

Q. Lietal.

Reference

10.

11.

. Gong, J.; Sun, Y.; Du, H.; Jiang, X. Research on safety risk control of prepared foods from

the perspective of supply chain. HELIYON 2024, 10, doi:10.1016/j.heliyon.2024.e25012.
Horning, M.L.; Fulkerson, J.A.; Friend, S.E.; Story, M. Reasons Parents Buy Prepackaged,
Processed Meals: It Is More Complicated Than "I Don't Have Time". Journal of Nutrition
Education and Behavior 2017, 49, 60-+, d0i:10.1016/j.jneb.2016.08.012.

. Huang, J.J.; Zhang, M.; Fang, Z.X. Perspectives on Novel Technologies of Processing and

Monitoring the Safety and Quality of Prepared Food Products. Foods 2023, 12,
doi:10.3390/foods12163052.

Akiyama, M.; Tatsuzaki, M.; Michishita, T.; Ichiki, T.; Sumi, M.; Ikeda, M.; Araki, T.;
Sagara, Y. Package Design of Ready-to-Drink Coffee Beverages Based on Food Kansei
Model-Effects of Straw and Cognition Terms on Consumer's Pleasantness. Food and Bio-
process Technology 2012, 5, 1924-1938, doi:10.1007/s11947-011-0527-5.

Jia, S.; Gibson, A.A.; Raeside, R.; Valanju, R.; McMahon, E.; Ren, B.; Yan, F.; Tse, K.;
Zeng, M.X.; Allman-Farinelli, M.; et al. Price, social life and proximity influence food
choices: Engaging young people as co-researcher collaborators to better understand their
surrounding school food environments. Proc. Nutr. Soc. 2024, 83, 1,
doi:10.1017/s0029665124001757.

. Graham, J.; Scott, E.; Tinc, P.; Hirabayashi, L. The modern gut-hammer: Understanding

the eating habits of loggers through Photovoice. Appetite 2022, 171, 8,
doi:10.1016/j.appet.2021.105882.

Lovelace, S.; Rabiee-Khan, F. Food choices made by low-income households when feed-
ing their pre-school children: a qualitative study. Matern. Child Nutr. 2015, 11, 870-881,
doi:10.1111/men.12028.

Arnés, E.; Astier, M. Handmade Comal Tortillas in Michoacan: Traditional Practices along
the Rural-Urban Gradient. Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 2019, 16, 18,
doi:10.3390/ijerph16173211.

Bektas, Z.K.; Miran, B.; Uysal, O.; Giinden, C.; Cankurt, M. Demand analysis for frozen
food in Turkey: Case of Izmir. Afi. J. Agric. Res. 2011, 6, 1508-1518.

Sorenson, D.; Henchion, M.; Marcos, B.; Ward, P.; Mullen, A.M.; Allen, P. Consumer ac-
ceptance of high pressure processed beef-based chilled ready meals The mediating role of
food-related lifestyle factors. Meat Science 2011, 87, 81-87,
doi:10.1016/j.meatsci.2010.09.006.

Long, N. From Paradigm Lost to Paradigm Regained? The Case for an Actor-oriented So-
ciology of Development. Revista Europea de Estudios Latinoamericanos y Del Caribe /
European Review of Latin American and Caribbean Studies 1990, 49, 3-24.



Consumer Preferences and Willingness to Pay for Prepared Dishes 25

Open Access This chapter is licensed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-
NonCommercial 4.0 International License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/),
which permits any noncommercial use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any
medium or format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the
source, provide a link to the Creative Commons license and indicate if changes were made.

The images or other third party material in this chapter are included in the chapter's
Creative Commons license, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material
is not included in the chapter's Creative Commons license and your intended use is not
permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain
permission directly from the copyright holder.
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