
 

 

Unit 12:   Food Product Specifications 

Level:          4  

NLH:           20  

Value:          2  

 

This unit is internally set and internally assessed 

Unit aim 

The aim of this unit is to allow learners to fully understand the reasons for the existence of 

food product specifications, the various methods of collating and presenting product 

information and the various demands of interested parties. As part of the unit the sources of, 

and responsibilities for specification data and the implications of the inclusion of external 

sources of published data will be investigated. The successful completion of this course 

should give learners the ability to develop and manage in house and 3rd party product 

information databases and specifications with a knowledge of how the data provided can be 

validated. 

Unit introduction  

Specifications for food products serve a number of very important purposes. They are a key 
element of any purchase and sale agreement providing both buyer and seller with a set of 
acceptance criteria. Specifications also help the transition of a product though its 
development phases and into production by communicating what it contains and how it is 
processed. The information in a specification also provides a basis for measuring product 
performance e.g. quality control tolerances, expected shelf life, suitability for freezing, 
acceptance by consumer groups.  

 

It is therefore very important that specifications contain accurate and up to date information 
and that changes are properly communicated when they occur.  The contents of a 
specification vary depending on the perceived need for information. The various perspective 
on what should be included will be discussed. In some cases specifications are generated 
from product information databases and in some cases these are managed as a shared 
computer based data exchange. The advantages and disadvantages of the various methods 
of storing and presenting the data will also be discussed.    



 

Outcomes of learning and assessment criteria  

To pass this unit, the learner needs to demonstrate that they can meet all the outcomes 

of learning. The assessment criteria determine the standard required to achieve the unit.  

Outcomes of learning Assessment criteria 

1 Understand the 

primary purpose of 

a food product 

specification 

1.1 explain the role of a food specification in relation to what the 

product contains, how it is produced and how it is used 

1.2 analyse the various perspectives of people who use 

specifications and explain what parts of the specification 

meet their needs 

1.3 explain the difference between targets and tolerances 

2 Understand the 

advantages and 

disadvantages of 

using databases for 

managing 

specifications 

2.1 explain the main advantages of databases as a medium for 

product data storage and presentation 

2.2 explain, using examples, the difference between document 

management and data management 

2.3 explain the various reasons why hard copy documents are 

normally required. 

2.4 Evaluate the risks of a shared communication strategy 

3 Be able to design a 

basic specification 

that meets the 

requirements of a 

production team, 

sales team and 

buying team 

3.1 evaluate the needs of the various users of the specification 

3.2 identify the necessary data and the options for  presentation 

of the data that will satisfy the various user groups 

3.3 design and test a data delivery system to distribute the 
necessary data in an acceptable format that allows tracking 
of issue, amendment and withdrawal 

4 Understand the role 
of a specification 
within a due 
diligence defence 

4.1 identify the data within a specification that relate to the 
statutory labelling of the product 

4.2 identify the data within a specification that relate to the 

compositional requirements of some products 

4.3 explain the way that a defendant will demonstrate that they 

have taken all reasonable measures and exercised due 

diligence as a defence against food safety prosecution. 

5 

Be aware of 

sources of industry 

standards and 

internationally 

recognised food 

product 

specifications 

5.1 explain the role of Campden Specifications, Fruit Growers 

Standards, The Meat Buyers Guides and Codex in the 

domestic and international trade of food products 

5.2 explain the specification requirements of the ISO9001 

quality standard  

5.3 explain the specification requirements of the BRC Global 

Food and IFS standards 

 



 

 

/Unit content  

1 The Purpose of a Specification  

 Describing the product and process 

 The use of a specification in purchasing 

 Identifying risks and suitability 

 Standards for routine assurance testing 

 Assuring the accuracy of label information 

 Investigation of problems 

 Developing and implementing new products or processes 

 

2 The Content of Specifications  

 The production perspective 

 The quality control perspective 

 The sales perspective 

 The customer perspective 

 The regulator ( legal) perspective 

 Sources of internationally agreed food product standards 

 

3 The Management of Specifications   

 Developing a specification for a new product 

 Review of existing specifications 

 Matching product labels to specifications 

 Document security 

 

4 Hard Copy Documents vs Product Information Databases   

 Advantages and disadvantages of product databases 

 Integration of product data into other systems 

 Design requirements and restrictions 

 Backups and security 

 Internet distribution of data 

 

 

 

 



 

Information for tutors  

Essential requirements 

There are no essential elements for this unit. 

 

Delivery  

This is a self managed leaning programme where the learner is entirely in control of the pace 
of learning and the stage at which they receive assessment.  This method of delivery has 
been chosen because it allows learners maximum flexibility to programme their study around 
any other work or home commitments. The learning materials are provided as a set of notes 
that can be combined with other modules in a learning programme to provide a systematic 
and comprehensive set of reference documents. There is no time limit for the completion of 
the programme but it is expected that each module would be assessed within a 12 month 
period. Circumstances and possible exceptions to his operational limit would be considered 
on a case by case basis.  The main reason for the 12 month limit is that the printed learning 
material is reviewed along with feedback from assessors and learners once per year by an 
editorial board who update the material to ensure currency and relevance.  

The notes provided are self contained and provide guidance on the development, 
management and communication of product data and a definition of best practice for various 
food operations. The examples used to illustrate operational implementation of good practice 
are intended to help the learner to think about the underlying principles within the materials 
and to apply them to real world situations. The leaning is entirely desk based with the learner 
expected to read and understand the material provided. There is guidance to reference 
material that can be used to read around the subject and a list of assessment criteria at the 
end of the module that the learner can use to conduct self assessment before they ask for 
assessment. Learning groups are not organised within the programme but cooperation of 
learners is not discouraged in any way, in some cases it can be very beneficial for groups of 
students to discuss and compare views. 

Contact telephone numbers and an e-mail address is provided for learners who may be 
experiencing difficulties with the material, wish to provide feedback or have a complaint 
about the programme. All contacts are recorded and where appropriate, investigated and/or 
referred to the editorial board for consideration during the annual review of the leaning 
materials.  

The role of the specifications from the perspective of various users will be explained and 
investigated within the written assignment and this will be supported    

 



 

 

Assessment 

Assessment is by submission of a written assignment and by an open book assessment 
interview. The aim of the assessment is not to gauge the learner’s ability to retain facts and 
figures but their understanding of the information provided and knowledge of where to find 
detail should this be required. The assessment interview may be organised using electronic 
VOI Protocols (Skype or similar), telephone or as a face to face meeting.  

When the learner is confident that they understand the unit materials he/she sends the 
written assignment to the program manager and an assessor is assigned. The assessor is 
selected from the Institute of Food Science and Technology register of assessors and 
mentors. This is a list of food industry professionals who have their qualifications, 
background and experience assessed once per year and are recognised experts in specific 
food industry sectors. Once an assessor has been assigned he/she arranges a mutually 
convenient time to provide feedback about the written assignment and the learner is given 
an opportunity to use this feedback to improve their assignment. The final stage of the 
assessment process takes place when the assessor marks the final submission and 
conducts the closing interview. 

The various needs of users of specifications (1.1-1.3 and 3.1-3.3) will be considered and 
explained within the learner written submission. The learner will be expected to demonstrate 
an understanding of the resources available to them (5.1) and the requirements of 
certification schemes (5.2 and 5.3) within the written submission. The understanding of 
advantages, disadvantages and strategies for managing electronic product data (2.1-2.4) will 
be investigated during interview using an example of a transfer of written specifications 
provided by the assessor. The learners understanding of the legal basis for a specification in 
relation to due diligence and HACCP (4.1-4.3) will also be assessed during interview. 

In the case of this unit the time taken for this assessment should be at least 30 minutes and 
no more than 45 minutes long. The assessor is required to record the assessment and send 
it to the program manager with a recommendation that the learner has passed the unit or 
has been unsuccessful. The results of the assessment are reported to the learner within 1 
week.      



 

Suggested resources 

 

Books   

Microorganisms in Foods 7: Microbiological Testing in Food Safety Management.  Kluwer 

Academic/Plenum Publishers, International Commission for the Microbiological 

Specifications of Foods (ICMSF) 2002. ISBN: 0306472627  

 

Microorganisms in Foods 6: Microbial Ecology of Food Commodities. 2nd edition,  Kluwer 

Academic  & Plenum Publishers, International Commission for the Microbiological 

Specifications of Foods (ICMSF) 2005. ISBN: 0-306-48675-X  

 

Microorganisms in Foods 2: Sampling for Microbiological Analysis: Principles and Specific 

Applications, Toronto: University of Toronto Press. , International Commission for the 

Microbiological Specifications of Foods (ICMSF) ISBN: 0802056938   

 

Chemical Food Analysis Practical Manual ‘Pearson’s Chemical Analysis of Foods’ . 9th ed., 

Churchill Livingstone, D Pearson, ISBN 10: 0582409101  

 

Industry Guides 

 

BRC Global Food Standard issue 6, July 2011, TSO 

International Featured Standards Food version 6 January 2012  

(www.ifs-certification.com) 

 

Internet resources 

http://www.codexalimentarius.org/standards/list-of-standards/en/ 

http://multimedia.food.gov.uk/multimedia/pdfs/ecregguidmicrobiolcriteria.pdf 

http://www.allbookez.com/pdf/o2d4k/
http://www.codexalimentarius.org/standards/list-of-standards/en/

