
After the pandemic: changes 
in eating habits and new chal-
lenges to consumer health
The global spread of the SARS-CoV-2 
betacoronavirus and the subsequent 
limitations to daily life, including con-
finement orders, has changed the over-
all habits of consumers and accelerated 
the transition towards digitalization. 
E-commerce platforms and digital tools 
capable of improving supply chain effi-
ciency and safety have proliferated. The 
pandemic has also significantly impact-
ed consumer behaviors (e.g. increased 
tobacco and alcohol use, increased 
consumption of “comfort foods”, 
physical inactivity) that have increased 
non-communicable disease (NCD) oc-
currence even as millions have fallen ill 
from COVID-19 (Kluge et al. 2020). 
Food and diet play a pivotal role in 
personal wellbeing (Bleich et al. 2015). 
Attention to food safety and quality as 
well as the composition of food com-
modities that contain beneficial and/

or bioactive components have grown 
recently (Galanakis et al. 2020). In addi-
tion to an increasing interest in online 
and lower-priced foods with greater 
shelf life (Ellison et al. 2021), some 
consumers have shifted in their food-
linked perceptions and preferences and 
have moved towards healthier options 
and personalized nutrition. These con-
sumers are choosing foods that pro-
tect the immune system and provide 
other benefits by adhering to overall 
healthier diets and by consuming foods 
enriched with bioactive ingredients 
like vitamins and folate, polysaccha-
rides and dietary fiber, lipids, peptides, 
and natural polyphenols (Galanakis et 
al. 2020). These bioactive compounds 
can be found in fruits and vegetables, 
the consumption of which is highly 
recommended. According to a recent 
survey, 72% of European shoppers are 
eager to change their eating behavior 
by turning to healthier and sustainable 
choices (FMCC Gurus 2020); there is 

also an increasing interest in animal 
protein alternatives and products pack-
aged in bio-packaging or produced by 
green processes without the addition 
of chemical preservatives (clean label) 
(Galanakis et al. 2020).

The NUTRIBOX project: The 
HEALTHY & SMART EATHINK-
ING platform to offer safe and 
healthy food choices to vul-
nerable consumers
Despite the increasing attention in re-
cent years to the relationship between 
health and diet, specific segments of 
consumers (e.g. those with dietary 
restrictions) have not been adequately 
considered while few food produc-
ers have prioritized the nutritional or 
functional value of food components 
or the sustainability of manufactur-
ing processes. To meet the needs of 
consumers confined in their homes by 
quarantine, several solutions based on 
e-commerce platforms have been pro-
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From reality to virtuality: 
the NUTRIBOX e-commerce platform
With support from the EITFood program, researchers from ISPA-CNR developed the NUTRIBOX 
e-commerce platform based on safe and nutritionally balanced virtual shelves to increase con-
sumer protection and to guide vulnerable people in making safe and mindful food choices. 

posed and commercialized, although in 
most cases they provide scant infor-
mation about the food items sold (e.g. 
brand, price, amount, label), which lim-
its healthier and conscientious choices. 
EIT recently provided ISPA-CNR 
funding to develop an innovative 
e-commerce platform called NUTRI-
BOX eathinking to fill the gap between 
what the food industry provides and 
the healthy benefits consumers desire. 
The platform promotes food selection 
awareness during online shopping, 
privileging food items considered safe 
for specific consumer categories (Figure 
1). This enhances consumer trust in the 
food system, increases food safety, and 
prevents disease. 
The NUTRIBOX eathinking platform 
is structured around categories and 
subcategories that each target a specific 
consumer group by compiling lists 
of foods filtered according to dietary 
needs or prescriptions. The platform 
promotes the well-being and health of 
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From reality to virtuality: the NUTRIBOX e-commerce 
platform guides vulnerable consumers in making safe 
and healthy food choices

consumers by prioritizing innovative 
and functional foods or food selections 
that mirror the nutritional guidelines is-
sued by the World Health Organization 
(WHO), such as products with reduced 
sugar, salt, cholesterol, or saturated 
fatty acid content (WHO 2020). 

This e-commerce platform 
prioritizes food safety and 
nutritional value and it fosters 
cross-sectional collaborations 
between food retailers, food 
distributors, and the medical 
sector by promoting the circularity of 
knowledge and improving the proce-
dures and products (e.g. new pack-

audience through dedicated dissemi-
nation channels. Likewise, cataloguing 
food producers’ products in organized 
categories can help them reach new 
market segments (e.g. people affected 
by NCDs, millennials, people interested 
in wellness or healthy lifestyles, etc.) 
by increasing their engagement and 
competitivity.

Conclusion
By providing safe, easy food informa-
tion for consumers, the NUTRIBOX 
Eathinking platform assures the safety 
of food selections for people adhering 
to strict diets where reading food labels 
correctly is essential for safeguarding 
the life of someone with severe aller-
gies, for promoting healthy lifestyles, 
and for preventing NCDs.
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between what producers offer, what 
resources are available, and what con-
sumers want. 
The nutritionally balanced food box-
es, containing foods selected for their 
nutritional and health properties, are 
addressed to specific consumer tags 
including tags for diabetics (DIA), for 
those with allergies (ALLE) to egg or 
milk, for celiacs (CD), for oncological 
patients (ONCO), for the obese (OB), 
and for other groups such as children 
or those with specific needs or prefer-
ences (e.g. vegetarians) (Figure 1). Each 
product list has been generated in care-
ful consultation with and examination 

of the nutritional facts and guidelines 
provided by official sources (e.g. Italy’s 
Ministry of Health and other reputable 
departments, agencies, public bodies, 
and societies), by questioning vulner-
able subjects about their eating habits 
(e.g. vegetarians and diabetics), and 
with the support of experts (nutrition-
ists, dieticians, and doctors). 
To promote a balanced diet, nutri-
tional values for each listed food were 
provided by official databases (e.g. 
USDA). In addition, the type or content 
of active components in nutraceuticals 
(e.g. polyphenols, vitamins) have been 
highlighted along with results from 
high-impact international peer-re-
viewed scientific papers that have been 
summarized to make them under-
standable by different types of cus-
tomers, even those with poor scientific 
backgrounds (Figure 1). This approach 
guarantees that vulnerable consumers 
will be redirected to the NUTRIBOX that 
contains foods deemed safe for them 
and allows them to opt for foods that 
are healthier, nutritionally balanced, 
and in line with their own needs.
NUTRIBOX Eathinking also provides 
a low-cost connection with experts 
in the field of food and nutrition and 
offers the possibility of widening the 
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Figure 1: Flow chart and main steps in the NUTRIBOX e-commerce development.
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