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Introduction 

People’s food choices have been the focus of many scientific disciplines, such as nutritional sci-
ence, food technology, sociology, psychology, sensory research and marketing (Solomon et al., 
2010). The understanding of food consumption behaviour is of paramount importance considering 
the availability of a great variety of products in a globalising and highly competitive food market 
and thus a central task of food marketing. Past research into this topic revealed food purchasing to 
be a complex process that is characterised by the interplay of several influencing factors (Conner, 
1993; Rozin, 1996; Shepherd, 1990; Shepherd & Raats, 1996). Besides economic and social criteria 
(e.g., price, availability, labelling, culture, society), psychological aspects (e.g., attitudes, beliefs, 
values, personality, emotions), physiological factors (e.g., hunger, thirst, satiety) and particularly 
the sensory perception of, and preference for food properties such as smell, texture, appearance and 
taste are claimed to determine consumers’ food preferences and subsequently food choices (ibid.). 
The model in Figure 1 displays these interrelated factors and shows how they affect consumption 
behaviour that is comprised of preferences, food choice and finally food intake.  

In general, a preference is a choice of one subject over another. In the context of food, the term 
preference is commonly used for liking, although they are not synonymous (Rozin & Vollmecke, 
1986). Liking refers to the palatability and contributes together with other aspects such as price, 
availability or attitudes, to the building of preferences for a food (Rozin, 1996). Meiselman (1996) 
suggests the following definition of the term preference: “a general predisposition for a particular 
food independent of the situation” (p. 253). The interpretation of the word preference in the sense of 
liking is used in this dissertation.  

Empirical findings confirm the importance of taste for consumers’ food choices in general (Anna, 
2001; De Ferran & Grunert, 2007; Lusk & Briggeman, 2009; Max Rubner-Institut, 2008; Torjusen 
et al., 2001; Wandel & Bugge, 1997). Several authors underline the fundamentality of a pleasant 
taste. They conclude that food is unlikely tobe eaten if its sensory attributes are not perceived as 
positive (Furst et al., 1996; Hetherington & Rolls, 1996; Steptoe et al., 1995). Moreover, one of the 
recent consumer trends in the food sector reflects an increased interest in food consumption that is 
characterised by indulgence, pleasure and a strong quality orientation that finally can be attributed 
to sensory experiences (BLL, 2008; Hughes, 2009; Zühlsdorf & Spiller, 2012).  
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claimed purchasing motive for organic food products. Thus, sensory characteristics represent a 
promising method to position organic products in the food market and to differentiate them from 
competing products. The high relevance that consumers assign to taste suggets that emphasising the 
sensory quality represents a suitable communication strategy, especially for high-quality foods like 
organic products.  

Classification within the research field 

While there is a plethora of research with regard to the effects of socio-economic and psychological 
aspects on consumption behaviour; so far marketing literature has not accounted sufficiently for the 
high relevance of sensory perception for consumers’ food choices. One reason for this is the tradi-
tionally weak linkage between sensory analysis and marketing research, both of which share the 
goal of selling a profitable product in the market, but which differ substantially in their approaches 
(Wilton & Greenhoff, 1988). The scope of sensory analysis is the development of new products and 
the improvement of existing ones in terms of physical, chemical and microbiological composition 
and finally in good taste (Van Trijp & Schifferstein, 1995). For this, it uses possibly objective 
measurement methods, i.e., experts or trained consumer panels that conduct sensory testing. More-
over, sensory analysis is characterised by operating product-specifically and in an experimental 
environment that guarantees the exclusion of interferences with other factors that affect food 
choices in real consumption situations (Lawrence et al., 2003; Wilton & Greenhoff, 1988). To the 
contrary, marketing research investigates the overall perception and acceptance of food products by 
the consumer and attempts to capture a possibly realistic consumption setting. It seeks to understand 
the various drivers of food consumption by using rather subjective methods for the measurement of 
preferences (ibid.). Keeping both approaches separated or insufficiently integrated may lead to a 
poor understanding of consumer needs, which, in the worst case, results in product failure (Law-
rence et al., 2003), as prominent examples like the “New Coke” and “Burger King’s new French 
fries” have shown (Armstrong & Kotler, 2000; Ordonez, 2001). In both cases taste tests failed to 
predict the market performance of those product innovations due to not having taken into considera-
tion the consumer and the marketing context (Lawrence et al., 2003). Although approaches combin-
ing both disciplines exist, empirical studies including sensory variables are relatively few and 
moreover reveal differing results (Saba et al., 1997). Moreover, a scientific standard for such com-
bined analytical procedures is missing. However, the plurality of factors influencing food prefer-
ences demands a closer integration of sensory analysis in marketing research. Also, the fact that the 
social and cultural environment set up the framework for food consumption, thus determining the 
exposure of food and thereby shaping food liking (Mela, 2001; Wright et al., 2001), requires the 
consideration of sensory preferences for the analysis of consumer behaviour.  

This cumulative dissertation aims to build an interface between product-oriented sensory analysis 
and consumer-centric marketing research, contributing to the emergent discipline of sensory mar-
keting. Following an integrative approach, the dissertation enables a more comprehensive analysis 
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of consumer behaviour by considering the role of sensory preferences in relation to other aspects 
that determine food choices.  

Objectives of the dissertation 

This dissertation presents empirical methods that take into account the need for a more sensory-
oriented consumer research. It aims at exploring different facets of consumer behaviour with par-
ticular emphasis on sensory preferences. For this purpose, sensory preferences are related to differ-
ent aspects that affect consumer behaviour or are part of it, namely attitudes, organic food consump-
tion frequency, culture and marginally socio-demographics. Next to these personal criteria, the ef-
fect of product-related factors, i.e., product information on the sensory perception is considered. In 
order to emphasise the potential of the analysis of sensory preferences for strategically marketing 
high-quality goods, the presented studies predominantly refer to the consumption of organic prod-
ucts as one example of premium-food. With respect to methodology, these objectives are mainly 
approached by statistical analyses of quantitative demoscopic market data from six European coun-
tries.  

An excursus provides insights into an additional market segment of high-quality food, i.e., tradi-
tional food specialities. Similar to organic food, traditional specialties are characterised by specific 
production methods that, according to consumers, contribute to a unique sensory quality (Almli et 
al., 2011; Bower & Baxter, 2000; Vanhonacker et al., 2010). However, in the focus of the excursus 
is the relationship between perceived authenticity of food specialities and psychological dimensions 
of the consumer’s mind and the effect of both constructs on consumer behaviour. Thus, addressing 
another perceptual dimension that is assumed to influence food choices, offers additional insights 
into the complex process of consumer behaviour.  

Structure and content of the dissertation 

The dissertation comprises six articles that are divided into three chapters that examine the above 
mentioned research concerns. The reported articles, in similar versions, are either published in sci-
entific journals, submitted or are intended for submission. Table 1 outlines the structure and content 
of the dissertation.  
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Table 1: Structure of dissertation 

Introduction 

Organic food consumption behaviour 

Literature review regarding 
organic food consumption 
behaviour 

I Consumption behaviour regarding organic food from a market-
ing perspective – A systematic literature review 

Sensory preferences 

Consumer typology based on 
sensory preferences II.1 Cross-national sensory segments in the organic market based on 

stated preferences for the five basic tastes 

Framework of preferences for 
sensory attributes of organic 
food 

II.2 Core organic taste: Preferences for sensory attributes of organic 
food among European consumers 

Effect of the organic label on 
sensory perception II.3 Organic food labels as a signal of sensory quality –insightsfrom 

a cross-cultural consumer survey 

Relationship between attitude 
and sensory preferences with 
regard to naturalness 

II.4 Preference for naturalness of European organic consumers – 
First evidence of an attitude-liking-gap 

Excursus 

Authenticity of food special-
ties III Developing an authenticity model of traditional food specialties: 

does the self-concept of consumers matter? 

Summary 
 

In the following, each research article will be placed in the context of the objective of this disserta-
tion. In addition, the scope and methodological procedure of every study will be briefly described. 
The outlined articles will then be reported in full length. Subsequently, a comprehensive summary 
will be presented including remarks about the main findings of the presented articles, a discussion 
of the results with respect to recommendations for marketers, practitioners and scientists and the 
consideration of research limitations. Finally, suggestions for future research will be made taking 
into consideration the limitations of the presented research approaches.  

Chapter I: Organic food consumption behaviour 

The first chapter builds the basis for the following analyses. The article “Consumption behaviour 
regarding organic food from a marketing perspective – A systematic literature review” provides an 
extensive overview and structure of existing literature regarding organic food consumption. Using 
the 4 C’s as a framework, it covers the main marketing elements from a consumer’s perspective, 
i.e., consumer value and benefits, costs, communication and information and convenience. The arti-
cle does not focus on sensory preferences. However, it contributes to this dissertation by identifying 
studies that deal with sensory aspects of organic food or with the perception of these by the con-
sumer. The brief descriptions of the main outcomes give information about the status quo and the 
relevance of this research field, from which a possible need for further research can be derived. The 
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article reports the results of a systematic literature review that analyses secondary data of 279 stud-
ies that were published between 2000 and 2011 in English peer-reviewed scientific journals.  

Chapter II: Sensory preferences 

Against the background of the prevalent importance of sensory characteristics for the purchase of 
organic food, this chapter focuses on sensory preferences of organic consumers and thus builds the 
core of the dissertation. It intends to explore product-specific and product-unspecific sensory pref-
erences and investigates their role in consumer behaviour. Thereby, it stresses the chances of inte-
grating sensory product information into the marketing of organic food and provides recommenda-
tions for marketers and producers. All four studies use the same data base, which was obtained in 
the framework of an EU-funded research project between November 2010 and February 2011 in 
Italy, Germany, Switzerland, Poland, the Netherlands and France. 

The first article presents an approach of building a consumer typology under consideration of prod-
uct-unspecific sensory preferences. Article II.1, entitled “Cross-national sensory segments in the 
organic market based on stated preferences for the five basic tastes”, uses stated preferences for the 
five basic tastes sweet, salty, sour, bitter and umami for classifying organic consumers. By means of 
a hierarchical cluster analysis, the study illustrates the stepwise process of segmenting a market and 
thus proposes a flexible instrument that is applicable for different marketing needs. Revealed pat-
terns of taste preferences are related to socio-demographics and cultural origin by using descriptive 
and bivariate statistical methods.  

The second article (II.2), “Core organic taste: Preferences for sensory attributes of organic food 
among European consumers”, proposes a framework of sensory attributes for which organic con-
sumers presumably have a preference, the so called “core organic taste”. Deriving from the princi-
ples of a wholesome nutrition and the ideals of organic food consumption, and supported by empiri-
cal evidence, a theoretical framework is elaborated and explored in a cross-national context. Stated 
preferences for sensory properties of organic food are also examined in relation with consumers’ 
organic food consumption frequency. This exploratory approach mainly uses correlations and 
ANOVA for data analysis. 

Article II.3 and II.4 deal with actual sensory perceptions of a specific product, namely the liking of 
strawberry joghurt. The article “Organic food labels as a signal of sensory quality-insights from a 
cross-cultural consumer survey” (II.3) applies sensory testing in order to find out whether and how 
information about production methods, i.e., organic and conventional, influences the perception of 
taste. This is achieved by comparing means with a non-parametric Wilcoxon test. Correlations were 
calculated in order to check whether effects depend on the organic food consumption frequency.  

The article “Preference for naturalness of European organic consumers – First evidence of an atti-
tude-liking-gap”, provides insights into organic consumers’ attitudes towards natural food and in 
their sensory preference for it. A principal axis factor analysis is used to explore whether there is 
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evidence for a latent dimension that represents consumers’ attitude towards naturalness and which 
aspects are assigned to this dimension. However, the main scope is to investigate whether attitudes 
towards naturalness are able to predict the liking of natural food. This aim is achieved by combining 
sensory tests of strawberry yoghurt with consumer information obtained from the means of a stan-
dardised questionnaire. Findings are discussed against the background of cultural differences. De-
scriptive and bivariate statistical methods, such as ANOVA, contingency analsis and correlations, 
are used for further data analysis.  

Chapter III: Excursus 

The article III, “Developing an authenticity model of traditional food specialties: does the self-
concept of consumers matter?”, provides an excursus into the topic of authenticity of traditional 
food specialties. Thereby, it also pursues the objective to gain a better understanding of consumer 
food choice behaviour. Due to many similarities between organic products and traditional special-
ties, which will be discussed in the following, findings from this study may also be applied in the 
context of organic food.  

Traditional food specialties are defined as foods that are characterised by particular qualitative as-
pects and by a specific cultural identity (Jordana, 2000). As for organic products, producers of tradi-
tional food specialties have the possibility to have their products certified by the European Union if 
they produce them according to certain production standards, which in turn enables them to use one 
of the following labelling schemes: PGI (protected geographical indication), PDO (protected desig-
nation of origin) or TSG (traditional specialities guaranteed). Also, the consumers’ perception of 
some quality aspects shows commonalities between both food categories. In general, both are asso-
ciated with superior quality (Pieniak et al., 2009). Specifically, they are perceived as being more 
sustainable (Asebo et al., 2007; Risku-Norja et al., 2008) and also more natural (Pieniak et al., 
2009). Finally, like the organic food market, the market for traditional specialties represents a niche, 
i.e., a market segment within the larger marketplace consisting of groups of consumers who have 
similar demographic, buying behaviour and/or lifestyle characteristics (Thilmany, 2008) (although 
in the organic food market the trend of mainstreaming and conventionalisation is becoming more 
and more apparent (Berlin et al., 2009; Eden et al., 2008; Pugliese et al., 2013)).  

In addition to the similarities of the analysed product categories and markets, in the broader sense, 
the scope of article III fits in the research objective of this dissertation since it deals with the percep-
tion of a product attribute, namely authenticity, which is assumed to influence consumers’ food 
choices. The study aims at developing a model that considers the antecedents (consumers’ identifi-
cation with the product) and consequences (purchase intention) of the perceived authenticity of a 
PDO-product. To this end, a structural equation model is proposed.  
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Abstract 

There are many publications focusing on diverse aspects of marketing research for organic prod-
ucts. However, so far there have been very few attempts to provide an overall synthesis of current 
knowledge. The present study therefore gives an overview of marketing research for organic food 
consumption, enabling the identification of research strengths and deficits. The review analyses a 
total of 279 research studies published between January 2000 and December 2011. The structure of 
this review was derived from the concept of the consumer-oriented marketing mix (4C’s), taking 
into account consumer value and benefits, cost to the consumer, convenience and communication. 
The studies were systematically evaluated according to sampling procedures, methods of data 
analysis as well as main outcomes. The results of this qualitative analysis reveal a high density of 
publications, especially for the period from 2008 to 2011. The most investigated topics are cost to 
consumer and consumer value and benefits. Nevertheless, there are still many aspects within these 
research areas that have not yet been addressed, such as ecological packaging, price knowledge and 
price processing. The research areas communication and convenience in terms of places of pur-
chases are also less intensively researched. 

Keywords:Organic food consumption, organic food marketing, consumer behaviour, systematic 

literature review, research gaps 

1 Introduction 

The organic food sector experienced massive growth since the end of the last century (Sahota 
2011). Consumers increased interest in, and awareness of, food quality, and they assume safety to 
be the consequence of several interacting factors, such as various food scandals like the BSE-crisis, 
intensive promotion of organic standards (e.g., the implementation of the Bio-Siegel in Germany or 
the National Organic Program by the USDA (U.S. Department of Agriculture)) as well as the “con-
ventionalisation” of the organic food industry (Aertsens et al. 2009a; Codron et al. 2006; Naspetti 
and Zanoli 2009). These developments in the organic food sector have also left their mark in the 
international scientific literature, with the publication of an increasing number of research articles 
dealing with the marketing and consumption of organic food. In spite of the large number of publi-
cations, researchers rarely conduct meta-analyses and reviews of the numerous results for this field. 
There are a few cases in which researchers attempt to give an overview of the state of the art. How-
ever, these mostly focus on single facets of organic food demand and/or sales. Aertsens et al. 
(2009b), for example, address a subdomain of consumer behaviour by describing the status quo of 
research on personal determinants of organic food consumption. Similarly, Hughner et al. (2007) 
focus on studies that deal with purchasing motives and aspects that deter the consumption of or-
ganic food products. Schleenbecker and Hamm (2013) report findings regarding consumers’ per-
ceptions of organic product characteristics, while Yiridoe et al. (2005) conducted a review of em-
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pirical studies on consumer preferences for and attitudes towards organic vs. conventional food. 
Thøgersen (2010) took an approach to explore the various reasons for differences in sustainable and 
organic food consumption between countries. Pearson et al. (2010) review research on the distribu-
tion and marketing of organic food as well as on the consumer demanding it. A further review by 
Adams and Salois (2010) focuses on the literature that allows a comparison between organic and 
local food, in order to analyse how they affect each other. Other literature analyses focus on organic 
food consumption behaviour in specific countries such as Romania (Popa et al. 2011) or Ireland 
(Tobin et al. 2011).  

Nevertheless, to the best knowledge of the authors, a review that comprehensively considers the 
four classic main areas of marketing with focus on the consumer (consumer value and benefits, cost 
to the consumer, convenience and communication) in the context of organic food does not exist. 
The vast number of publications has been poorly summarised in meta-analyses or reviews so far 
and thus makes it difficult for scientists and practitioners to get an overview of relevant results. 
Also, an extensive revision and quantification of publications with regard to content serves the sci-
ence by identifying research fields that have not yet been covered and reporting disproportionately 
researched ones. In addition, it may reveal contradictory findings. Usually, studies are neither repli-
cated nor critically reassessed. An attempt to clarify contradictions in the area of determinants of 
organic food consumption is made, for example, in the meta-analysis by Aertsens et al. (2009b). 

Moreover, a comprehensive literature review could support marketers, producers and retailers of the 
organic food sector. Practitioners are often hindered by a lack of, or unclear and contradictory, rec-
ommendations for practical application, which requires them to make their own interpretation. 
Moreover, results are commonly published by a range of organs, e.g. in different journals, edited 
volumes and online-documents. Although practitioners can search the comprehensive international 
scientific database ‘Organic Eprints’ for relevant results and recommendations, it is questionable if 
such instruments are actually used in companies due to time pressure. Thus, the present study pro-
vides an opportune way for researchers as well as practitioners to get a comprehensive overview of 
the state of the art of organic food consumption behaviour and to find structured results regarding 
its diverse aspects.  

Thus, the present qualitative literature study aims to fill the identified gap, by not only outlining the 
articles based on relevant quantitative and qualitative surveys and their findings, but also by identi-
fying insufficiently investigated research areas and knowledge gaps in the field of organic food 
marketing. This is done by systematically reviewing and analysing the focal literature and reporting 
results in both a qualitative and quantitative manner. The review is based on English language stud-
ies from internationally publishing peer-reviewed journals from the time period between January 
2000 and December 2011. After presenting the methodological procedure of this literature review, 
its results, in terms of applied methods and content, will be summarised for each of the four C’s, 
i.e., the elements of the consumer-oriented version of the marketing-mix. The subsequent discussion 
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will synthesise the findings and highlight existing research deficits. These findings will finally be 
evaluated regarding scientific and practical relevance. 

2 Methods 

McCarthy (1960) originally proposed operational marketing to be based on the four elements of the 
classical marketing mix – product, price, promotion and place. Our literature review focuses on 
consumers and their consumption behaviour regarding organic food. Thus, for the structure of this 
review, we use the revised concept suggested by Lauterborn (1990) that considers the above men-
tioned elements from a consumer perspective, namely consumer value and benefits, costs to the 
consumer, convenience and communication. For each marketing element we identified the sub-
categories, which were mostly derived from the marketing literature, as follows. 

- Consumer value and benefits: The product represents a bundle of values and benefits de-
manded by the consumers (Dennis et al. 2005). They obtain values and benefits from differ-
ent product-related elements that build the categories for this research field: product charac-
teristics, packaging, product labelling, product innovation, elimination and modification, 
product range and value added services such as guarantee and customer service (Kotler and 
Keller 2012; Armstrong and Kotler 2013). 

- Costs: The costs equal the sum of all values that a consumer pays for a product or a service 
(Armstrong and Kotler 2013). Since consumers perceive and evaluate price information dif-
ferently (Belz and Peattie 2012), the main topics analysed here are price cognition, percep-
tion, and processing of price information as well as willingness to pay.  

- Communication and information needs: Communication includes all the ways in which a 
company communicates with its customers (Dennis et al. 2005). The message, i.e., the set of 
words, pictures or symbols, and the communication instrument, i.e., the channel through 
which message is delivered (such as advertising, personal selling, sales promotion, public 
relations, online marketing and additionally, sponsoring and event marketing) form the ma-
jor parts of the communication strategy (Armstrong and Kotler 2013; Belz and Peattie 2012; 
Kotler et al. 2005). We identify the categories communication instruments, communication 
messages and general communication in order to discuss the current literature concerning 
communication. 

- Convenience and distribution: Convenience considers consumers’ choices for purchase 
venues that are convenient to them (Dennis et al. 2005). Several trade outlets are relevant for 
the organic food sector (Coughlan et al. 2006) and serve as sub-topics of this research field: 
conventional food retail, Internet, direct sale from farmers to consumers, and specialised 
food retail. In addition to these, the categories availability and store choice behaviour con-
sider all articles that do not concentrate on a specific purchase venue but broadly discuss 
sales channels for organic food with regard to availability and store choices. 
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Eight international electronic databases (AgEcon, Cab Abstracts, EBSCO, EconPapers, Emerald 
Insights, NAL Catalog, Science Direct, Web of Science) were screened using a structured list of 
search terms (Table 1), which were derived from the prevalent marketing literature. We combined 
search terms of type 1 with search terms of each topic from type 2 and selected articles if at least 
one of the search terms appeared in the abstract of the publications. For the screening we used Brit-
ish as well as American spellings, although Table 1 only reports keywords with British spellings. 
The period reviewed was spanned from January 2000 to December 2011. 

 

Table 1: Search terms 
Type Topics Search terms 

Type 1 Organic ((organic AND farming) OR (organic AND agriculture) OR (organic AND 
food)) AND ((consum*1) OR (private AND household*)) 

Type 2 Consumer value 
and benefits 

((product AND character) OR consistence OR (product AND styling) OR 
style OR (product AND quality) OR (product AND design) OR (product 
AND colour) OR (product AND packaging) OR package OR (package AND 
size) OR brand OR (product AND brand) OR label OR labelling OR (product 
AND innovation) OR elimination OR modification OR (product AND range) 
OR (product AND line) OR (product AND assortment) OR (product AND 
guaranty) OR warranty OR service) AND consum*) 

Costs ((price AND perception) OR (price AND awareness) OR pricing OR (price 
AND adjustment) OR cost* OR (price AND policy) OR (willingness-to-pay) 
OR WTP OR (price AND behaviour*) OR purchase*) 

Communication 
and information 
needs 

(advertising OR promotion OR marketing OR (sales AND promotion) OR 
(personal AND selling) OR (direct AND marketing) OR communication OR 
fairs OR (trade AND show*) OR (public AND relations) OR events OR (me-
dia AND work) OR relations OR (relationship AND management) OR CRM) 

Convenience 
and distribution 

(distribution OR (sales AND channel) OR shop OR shopping OR purchase 
OR purchasing OR store OR retailer OR (retail AND market) OR grocery OR 
PoS OR (point AND of AND sale) OR (health AND food AND store) OR 
(wholefood AND shop) OR (organic AND supermarket) OR preference OR 
accessibility OR availability OR distance) 

 

Only English language articles published in peer-reviewed scientific journals were considered for 
further analysis. Theses, dissertations, project reports and conference contributions were excluded. 
Publications fulfilling these requirements were further checked for the following inclusion criteria 
regarding the content: 

- Organic food consumption:Eligible articles had to focus on the consumption of organic 
food or refer to it as one of the primary research concerns. Articles predominantly focusing 

                                              
1The asterisk (*) denotes a wildcard used as a substitute for any other character or characters. For example, consum* cap-
tures the words consume, consumption, consumer etc., all of which are relevant for the search. 
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on sustainable, natural, local, fair trade, ethical or green consumption, with which organic is 
commonly associated, were not considered as sufficiently addressing our research topic. 

- Consumer perspective:The reviewed publications had to deal with the consumer and/or 
with aspects of their consumption behaviour. Articles exclusively dealing with the supply of 
organic food from the producer and/or retailer perspective were excluded. 

- Elements of the marketing mix:• Elements of the marketing mix: Only articles address-
ing one or more of the four components of the marketing mix were included. Publications 
that did not fall into at least one of these categories were not considered. 

- Methodology:The present review accepted quantitative as well as qualitative surveys and 
approaches that were theoretical. Literature reviews were not considered, therefore twelve 
articles were excluded. There was no exclusion of studies with low methodological quality 
in terms of data collection, sampling, sample size or analytical procedure or with an incom-
plete documentation of these. 

 

Data from the collected publications was extracted using a pre-designed data sheet. First, publica-
tions were categorised into four research topics. Publication identification details (i.e., author, year, 
source and title), study design (i.e., quantitative, qualitative or theoretical) survey and sampling 
method as well as the sample size and type of participants were then recorded. Three reviewers, 
who each focused on one part of the selected literature, independently evaluated the eligibility of 
the articles in terms of content. According to the four-eyes principle, in cases of doubt, the reviewer 
would ask one of the other reviewers for her assessment in order to decide if an article should or 
should not be included. Studies that turned out to not fulfilling the inclusion criteria were not con-
sidered in the further steps of the review. For publications that were not accessible either online or 
in libraries (n=67), the authors were contacted via e-mail and asked to provide the article. Through 
this method, we received a further 21 articles that were considered for the relevance check. The 
remaining publications could not be included. Studies that were based on the same data set report-
ing consistent results and that were published twice, were included only once in the present review. 

Subsequently, quantification was conducted for each of the four research topics and their sub-
categories. Frequencies of study countries were computed, by the years of publication as well as by 
applied methods. In total, 279 publications fulfilled the above mentioned requirements and were, 
therefore, assigned to one or more of the four thematic categories. Table 2 shows the number of 
analysed studies for all topics and their sub-topics. The sum of addressed sub-topics for a research 
field may be higher than the total number of identified studies in that research field, since some 
publications deal with more than one sub-topic. For the same reason, the sum of the numbers of 
studies per topic does not equal to the total number of reviewed publications (279). 

Finally, the findings were evaluated. Quantifications of the reviewed articles, according to their 
research objects, serve to identify intensively researched areas and, consequently, poorly covered 
aspects for which more research is needed. The obtained findings turned out to be heterogeneous, 
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thus rendering a quantitative meta-analysis infeasible (Mondelaers et al. 2009). While for the most 
part a narrative type review of each study was possible due to the relatively small number of studies 
in the category, this was not feasible for the aspects product characteristics due to their quantity of 
publications (see Table 2). In this case the authors attempted to synthesise the literature as much as 
possible. 

The aim of this literature review is to provide a comprehensive overview of the selected aspects of 
the marketing literature with regard to organic food consumption in terms of content and applied 
methodology. As proposed by several authors such as Fink (2005), Hagen-Zanker et al. (2012) and 
Okoli and Schabram (2010), we approach this task systematically by following a rigorous methodo-
logical procedure, which is described here in order to enable others to reproduce the analysis. 
Within the defined scope of this study, we included all relevant material in order to obtain a com-
prehensive review. However, we do not claim to consider the complete body of available literature, 
due to the exclusion of articles that only marginally addressed the focal topic. The presented ap-
proach can be viewed as a qualitative review including quantifications of research topics. In the 
following, for lack of space, we do not present all findings for each research area and sub-category 
that we obtained by means of our analysis, but only those that have received increased attention in 
research. We then discuss the outcomes of this review with regard to each marketing-mix instru-
ment. 

 

Table 2: Number of identified studies for analysed topics and sub-topics 
Topic of consumer 
research 

Number of 
studies Sub-topic

Number of 
studies 

Consumer value and 
benefits 171 

Product characteristics  133 
Packaging 6 
Product labelling 50 
Product innovation 4 
Product range 3 
Value added services 0 

Costs  144 
Price cognition, perception, and processing of 
price information 25 

Willingness to pay 119 

Communication and 
information needs 32 

Communication and information in general 6 
Communication and information instruments 11 
Communication and information messages 13 

Convenience and dis-
tribution 67 

Availability 22 
Store choice behaviour 33 
Conventional food retail 1 
Direct sales from farmer to consumer 16 
Specialised food retail 2 
Internet 1 

Source: Own data. 
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3.1.1 Product characteristics 

This section summarises the findings of 133 studies addressing products’ attributes and benefits that 
consumers associate with organic food and look for when buying it. Besides a large part of publica-
tions referring to the most important organic product attributes that drive organic food preferences, 
selection and consumption, many studies take a closer look at how consumers perceive organic food 
products in general and with regard to taste. 

Product attributes and purchasing motives 

A large number of studies attempt to answer the question of which product attributes consumers 
value as important and what motivates them to purchase organic food. Many of these studies come 
to similar or even to same conclusions. In order to highlight the product characteristics that mainly 
motivate consumers to buy organic food, Figure 3 displays those purchasing motives that obtained 
the highest frequencies in each study (sometimes motives are ranked highest). Other aspects that are 
not of primary importance (and thus do not appear in Figure 3), but are also relevant for the organic 
food choice, are, for example, superior quality in general, a competitive price, support of local far-
mers, curiosity for new products and brands, origin, lifestyle, absence of GMO (genetically mod-
ified organism), a better feeling when consuming organic food, longer shelf life and enjoyment.  

Pearson et al. (2007) go further and identify five groups of organic buyers based on their motiva-
tional structure regarding their organic food purchases composed of health, quality (taste, fresh-
ness), and environmental issues. The largest segment (60%) describes the passionate organic user, 
who values all three aspects to the same extent, while for the second biggest group (24%) health and 
taste aspects are most important. These findings suggest that particularly the individual benefits, i.e. 
health and taste, are of major importance to Australian organic consumers.  

With regard to Germany, Klöckner and Ohms (2009) analyse if consumers with strong pro-
environmental beliefs value different organic milk attributes than consumers with weak pro-
environmental beliefs. For both groups the fat content is the most important criteria. After that, par-
ticipants with a weak personal belief consider the expiration date, the recyclability of the container, 
the impact of the chosen milk on their own health and the kind of container. Participants with a 
strong personal belief consider, next to the fat content, recyclability and their own health, organic-
production and the EU-label for organic products on the container among the five most important 
aspects (ibid.).  

Wier et al. (2005) addresses the relation between individual and altruistic benefits. They claim that 
2/3 of the total value of a product can be assigned to public good attributes (e.g. environment pro-
tection), and 1/3 to private good attributes (e.g. health and taste). However data from Denmark indi-
cates that stated importance does not correspond to importance revealed by actual purchasing beha-
viour. They find that private good attributes have a significant effect on the organic budget share,
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emphasising exclusively the environmental dimension of food miles can be insufficient to promote 
local supply (ibid.). 

Organic plus products 

Four studies explicitly deal with organic plus products, i.e. products with an additional special bene-
fit. Howard and Allen (2006) conclude that the most important “plus” attributes for organic con-
sumers in the USA are humane animal treatment, local origin of the products and living wages for 
the workers. Zander and Hamm (2010) support these findings by revealing animal welfare and fair 
prices to farmers as the most important attributes along with product price for consumers in Austria, 
Germany, Italy, Switzerland and the UK. Larue et al. (2004) analyse Canadians’ acceptance of 
functional health properties in conventional, organic and GM-food. Only some consumers show 
preferences for functional GM-food and organic food over conventional food, assumingly due to 
their health consciousness. Whereby, they prefer organic food over GM-food. West et al. (2002) 
concludes that functional food properties are valued more than organic or GM-food. However, add-
ing functional benefits to organic and GM-food makes it more attractive to Canadian consumers 
(ibid.). 

Importance of organic in relation to other product attributes 

Some studies analyse the importance of the attribute “organically produced” in relation to other 
product attributes. For example, Verdurme et al. (2002) compares organic versus GM-food, examin-
ing whether Belgium organic consumers are automatically opposed to GM-food. They find that this 
is not the case, since only about 40% of the organic consumers reject the use of genetic modifica-
tion in organic food production, suggesting that the ban of GM-technology from organic food pro-
duction is not consistent with the views of a lot of organic consumers and should therefore be re-
considered (ibid.). 

Some studies imply a low importance of organic quality. Bellows et al. (2010) reveal that the gener-
al relevance of the organic attribute for food choice was quite low in comparison to the US-origin of 
food, to the absence of GMO, and to local production. Wirth et al. (2011) come to the same conclu-
sion when quantifying the relative importance of apple search, experience (quality, appearance, 
size, flavour, price), and credence attributes (conventional vs. organic, local vs. national vs. import). 
Organic production appears to be not important for apple consumers from Pennsylvania (ibid.). Al-
so, Wolf et al. (2002) find that the attributes organically grown and certified are only somewhat 
desirable to the average Californian lettuce consumer. Whereas, consumers rate the aspect environ-
mental friendly somewhat to very desirable, indicating that they do not understand the characteris-
tics of organically grown produce. Bernabeu et al. (2010) reveals even a negative influence of the 
fact that a product is organically produced on the consumers’ preference for cheese, suggesting that 
the attribute organic does not contribute additional utility to the Spanish consumer and is an inade-
quate differentiation strategy for cheese producers. Also, McIntyre and Schwanke (2010) reveal a 
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negative effect by the organic labelling of high premium biscuits, since British consumers did not 
prefer organic biscuits. 

Associations and perceptions 

In addition, in many studies consumers are asked how they perceive organic food products and what 
they associate with them. About 40 quantitative and qualitative studies analyse consumers’ stated 
and sensory perceptions of, beliefs about, associations with and expectations from organic products.  

Summarising the reviewed publications, we find that consumers most frequently relate health pro-
moting aspects to organic food. Eight studies report the highest frequencies for the perception of 
organic food being produced without or with fewer chemicals. Consumers in six studies reveal that 
they mainly relate organic food to high prices. Respondents in five studies make association with a 
good or better taste prior to other attributes. In three articles each, organic food is most strongly 
perceived to represent an environmental friendly production, an increased food safety as well as a 
generally good/better quality and appearance. Also, the surveys mention attributes like homegrown, 
animal welfare, non-industrialised production, no artificial additives, being less processed, serving a 
good purpose, non-toxic, and no hormones. Moreover, many consumers share the negative percep-
tion of organic food being more expensive and few think that organic food has a worse sensory ap-
peal than conventional food.  

Effects of perception on organic food consumption 

Some studies attempt to analyse the effects that consumers’ perception of organic food has on their 
consumption behaviour. Rimal et al. (2006) examine consumers' perceived risks and benefits of 
agro-biotechnology and their influences on purchasing organic food. They conclude that consumers 
in the USA prefer organic food over conventional and GM-food (genetically modified-food) be-
cause they perceive it as healthier, more environmental friendly and more ethical/fair. Results of De 
Magistris and Gracia (2008) indicate that those Italian consumers who highly believe that organic 
food products are healthier and of higher quality than conventional ones will have a higher intention 
to purchase organic food products. In addition to that, De Gracia and de Magistris (2008) reveal that 
the Italian consumers’ perception of the health benefit has a higher impact on the probability of 
buying organic food than the environmental one. On the other hand, the environmental benefit also 
influences the intensity of organic food consumption, whereas the health benefit does not (ibid.). 
Along the same line of thought, according to Magnusson et al. (2003) and Shepherd et al. (2005), 
egoistic motives of Swedish consumers, such as perceived health benefits, are better predictors of 
the purchase of organic food than altruistic motives, such as perceived environmental benefits. Ze-
peda and Li (2007) quantify the effect of beliefs about organic food on the probability to purchase 
organic food. The belief that organic food is less convenient lowers the probability to purchase it by 
26%; whereas the belief that organic food is more nutritious increases the probability by 12% (ib-
id.).  

Dieses Werk ist copyrightgeschützt und darf in keiner Form vervielfältigt werden noch an Dritte weitergegeben werden. 
Es gilt nur für den persönlichen Gebrauch.



24 Chapter I: Organic food consumption behaviour 
 
Barnes et al. (2009) find that survey participants perceive organic production as beneficial to the 
environment, but favour conventional farming due to its apparently more positive impacts on the 
farmer and family. Organic farming is perceived as being even riskier than conventional farming 
already is (ibid.). 

Sensory perception 

While most of the above mentioned studies deal with the perceptions of organic food in general, 14 
publications specifically attend to the issue of sensory perception by means of consumer testing. For 
example, Di Monaco et al. (2007), Poelman et al. (2008) and Tagbata and Sirieix (2008) investigate 
the effect of different kinds of information on the sensory perception of consumers and obtain am-
biguous results. Di Monaco et al. (2007) examine Italian consumers’ liking of vegetable soups and 
find it to be positively affected by information on organic ingredients. Overall, consumers prefer a 
soup made with organic ingredients to a soup made with ingredients from conventional farming 
systems (ibid.). Poelman et al. (2008) test whether information about organic production and fair 
trade affects the sensory preference for and perception of sensory attributes of pineapples among 
British and Dutch consumers and conclude that organic and fair trade information do not have much 
influence on liking or on perception of single attributes. Although they seem to positively affect 
liking to a small extent when presented alone, in combination, they do not. However, subjects with 
a positive attitude towards organic or fair trade information perceive the products to have an overall 
stronger sensory impact in the presence of such information than in its absence. The opposite is true 
for subjects with a negative attitude towards organic or fair trade information. In France, Tagbata 
and Sirieix (2008) also explore if interactions exist between the taste of chocolate and the organic 
and/or fair trade labels of chocolate, revealing a gap between the expected quality and the perceived 
quality measured by the hedonic ratings, with the latter being lower.  

Some studies conduct blind sensory tests in order to prove the taste superiority of organic food. This 
way, Napolitano et al. (2010b) find that Italian consumers prefer organic beef over conventional 
beef and Annett et al. (2008) reveal that Canadian consumers like organic bread more than conven-
tional bread. Also testing the sensory liking for bread, Kihlberg and Risvik (2007) identify different 
consumer segments in Sweden characterised by varying preferences for bread. Among the most 
liked breads are both organic and conventional breads. In contradiction to Napolitano et al. (2010b), 
Markus et al. (2011) find conventional beef to have an overall better sensory quality in reference to 
organic and natural beef, when investigating the liking of Canadian consumers. Testing physico-
chemical characteristics and consumer acceptance of suckling lambs, Revilla et al. (2008) reveal 
that organic suckling lamb meat is not only healthier (as shown by the lower saturated fatty acid 
levels and the higher polyunsaturated fatty acid contents), but that Spanish consumers also prefer its 
sensory properties. For the product categories wine and Pecorino cheese, no differences in taste 
preferences between organic and conventional quality are found (Martin and Rasmussen 2011; Na-
politano et al. 2010a). Fillion and Arazi (2002) focus on the product categories orange juice and 
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milk and compare different brands within these. British consumers perceive organic orange juice 
tastes better than the conventional counterpart. However, they do not find a difference between or-
ganic and conventional milk. This leads to the global finding that the claim of organic food’s better 
taste cannot be generalised, but that it depends on the product type. 

3.1.2 Packaging 

Six studies address the packaging of organic food products. In a satisfaction analysis with a focus 
on organic olive oil, Sandalidou et al. (2002) find that Greek consumers are in general satisfied with 
the packaging of organic oil. 63% of consumers from Sri Lanka believe that organic food packaging 
is an unnecessary feature, since it adds extra costs and it prevents people selecting the exact amount 
of the product desired (Piyasiri and Ariyawardana 2002). Australian consumers emphasise another 
disadvantage of packaging, namely the lack of environment-friendliness (Lyons et al. 2001), which 
contradicts the ideals of organic food. Soares et al. (2008), who find that Brazilian consumers con-
sider polyvinyl chloride films harmful to the environment but also to the appearance and freshness 
of organic food, confirms this. This kind of packaging seems to be a relevant issue to them when 
buying fruit and vegetables, since they declare to prefer biodegradable packaging. Hamzaoui Es-
soussi and Zahaf (2008b) reveal that Canadian consumers use the packaging of food as a means to 
distinguish organic (e.g., non-packaged food) from conventional food (e.g., canned or wrapped 
food). Hill and Lynchehaun (2002) are the only ones who analyse the perception of packaging of 
organic food, i.e. of organic milk, in the UK. Survey respondents find most of organic milk packag-
ing unattractive. The authors reveal differences in perception between organic consumers and non-
consumers. While the latter claim that mainstream packaging and price would encourage them more 
to purchase organic milk, the former seems to understand the differentiation by package design and 
the messages communicated by it. 

3.1.3 Product labelling 

This section summarises the findings of 50 studies that deal with the labelling of organic food, in 
particular with the consumers’ knowledge about labels and certification standards, with their usage 
of other recognition cues, with their trust in certification as well as the plurality of different organic 
brands and other official labels. Moreover, it covers findings regarding the effects of organic label-
ling. 

Knowledge about labels and certification standards 

Eighteen studies reveal that consumers’ knowledge about certification and the standards they guar-
antee is low and that the meaning of organic food labelling often is not clear. In this context, 
Janssen and Hamm (2011) analyse the perception of different organic labels in Denmark, Germany, 
Italy, the Czech Republic and the UK. Their findings indicate that many consumers do not know 
that a monitoring system controls organic production, and how various types of label differ from 
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each other. Likewise, Australian consumers are generally unfamiliar with the term organic certifica-
tion and have difficulties understanding different organic brands and labels due to the lack of a uni-
fied logo (Chang and Zepeda 2005a). Gifford and Bernard (2011) and Abrams et al. (2010) find 
much confusion and concern surrounding the differences between the organic and the natural claim 
among US consumers, leading to an overestimation of the labelling standards for the natural claim. 
Conner and Christy (2002; 2004) do not only report a lack of understanding of the USDA’s organic 
label meanings but also a disconnect between the label's actual function and consumers’ stated mo-
tivations for buying organic food, such as sustainability, local support, and opposition to the “corpo-
rate” food system. Hoogland et al. (2007) test how Dutch consumers understand and value on-
package information about organic production and animal-welfare, concluding that many consum-
ers do not realise that the organic logo already covers all the standards, resulting in an underestima-
tion of the organic label’s value. Roitner-Schoesberger et al. (2008) come to a similar conclusion 
when investigating Thai consumers' knowledge of different quality-labels (hygienic, pesticide-safe, 
food quality and safety, organic). They determine that the main barrier to organic food consumption 
is the lack of understanding that the organic label already covers the standards of pesticide-free la-
bels (ibid.). Gifford and Bernard (2008) find that US consumers’ knowledge of organic tends to be 
limited to the three traits: pesticide-free, no antibiotics used and not irradiated. Consumers are less 
aware of the rule that organic must be non-genetically-modified and that sewage-sludge fertilizers 
must not be used (ibid.).  

Eden (2011) focuses on practical aspects of certification processes and reveals that British consum-
ers think products are scientifically tested, instead of production processes being checked. Although 
Padel and Foster (2005) and Eden et al. (2008) claim that consumers’ knowledge about organic cer-
tification and labelling is poor in the UK, Wier et al. (2008) conclude that the complexity of having 
five approved national inspection bodies with individual labels does not appear to be a problem for 
British consumers. Similarly to Chang and Zepeda (2005b), Hamzaoui Essoussi and Zahaf (2008a; 
2009) differentiate between British and Canadian organic food consumers and non-consumers, con-
cluding that there are different levels of awareness and understanding of the concepts of organic and 
organic certification. Regular consumers are more knowledgeable about it and have more trust in 
organic brands and organic food stores. For Danish consumers, Wier et al. (2005; 2008) document a 
generally good understanding of the organic farming regulations. So do Fotopoulos et al. (2011), 
when examining whether Greek consumers’ self-reported awareness of the organic scheme actually 
holds true. 

Recognition cues apart from the label 

Even though labels are supposed to distinguish organically produced food from conventional food, 
Eden et al. (2008) find that many UK consumers use other proxies to identify organic product qual-
ity, such as taste, texture and perishability, since they do not always trust labels. Despite the good 
knowledge attested to Canadian consumers, also Hamzaoui Essoussi and Zahaf (2008b) reveal that 
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regular and non-regular organic consumers have difficulties identifying organic food. Magnusson et 
al. (2001) report the same finding, i.e. Swedish consumers find it particularly difficult to know if 
meat, bread and potatoes are of organic quality. Aguirre (2007) analyses how consumers from Costa 
Rica know that products being sold at organic farmers' markets were organic and receives answers 
such as: knowing the farmer, confidence in the vendor, better taste and being friends with a certi-
fier. Similarly, Moore (2006) discovers that consumers at participatory farmers' markets value the 
trusting relationships built up through repeated personal contact at these markets over organic certi-
fication. Stefanic et al. (2001), on the other hand, reveal that in Croatia signs of quality and origin 
and labels are the most trusted sources of information, followed by brand names and information 
from sales persons. 

Trust in certification 

As already indicated above, a lack of knowledge and understanding may result in mistrust. Lockie 
et al. (2002) reveal skepticism regarding the honesty and reliability of organic labels among Austra-
lian consumers, which is explained by the lack of understanding about existing certification 
schemes for organic growers and processors, but also by the increasing availability of processed 
organic food. Raab and Grobe (2005) measure how much trust US consumers have in the – at that 
time – newly introduced USDA labeling. They reveal that only about 20% of all consumers have 
high levels of trust, whereas almost 75% have some or little trust and 7% none. Sonderskov and 
Daugbjerg (2011) analyse the trustworthiness of eco-labels in the UK, the USA, Denmark and Swe-
den, and find that trust in different organic labelling schemes is greatest where there is substantial 
state involvement. In contrast to the findings for the UK, Aarset et al. (2004) detect a lack of trust in 
organic labelling and the underlying governmental regulations in the UK, Germany and Norway, 
with the exceptions being France and Spain. Also, Italian consumers do not trust certification insti-
tutes equally, since they show a preference for most popular certification program, the AIAB (As-
sociazione Italiana per l’Agricoltura Biologica) (Cicia et al. 2002). Panico et al. (2011) find that 
there is demand among Italian consumers for a clearer certification system with greater guarantee 
for organic strawberries, concluding that the visibility and communication of organic products have 
to improve. We can also report findings from countries in which the certification of organic food is 
not mandatory. In Nepal, for example, 60% of consumers do not trust products to be pure and or-
ganic due to the lack of a mechanism that differentiates organic from inorganic food (Aryal et al. 
2009). In Sri Lanka, 65% of consumers indicate that at least a local institute should certify organic 
food products. The other respondents considered certification as too cost intensive and supermar-
kets to be sufficient to certify products as organic (Piyasiri and Ariyawardana 2002). McCluskey 
(2000) and Giannakas (2002) address the potential of asymmetric information to incentivise fraud 
and mislabelling. The former study underlines the need for third-party monitoring, whereas the lat-
ter considers possible market failure due to a decrease of consumer trust in labelling and conse-
quently of acceptance in organic products (ibid.). 
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Private organic brands and the plurality of labels 

Further studies address competing organic brands. Pivato et al. (2008) and Perrini et al. (2010) in-
vestigate consumers’ perception of organic products marketed by mainstream retailers under a pri-
vate label, taking into account the retailer’s social responsibility. Both studies suggest that Italian 
consumers are more likely to trust organic products marketed by a retailer under its private label, 
when consumers believe that this retailer is considered socially responsible, i.e. committed to re-
specting their rights and the environment (ibid.). Truninger (2008) reveals that consumers perceive 
that different retailer outlets give different meanings to organic quality. While retailers such as su-
permarkets and specialised health food shops represent the definition of organic food according to 
the EU regulations, i.e. the official meaning that stresses commerce, industry and brand-
ing/labelling, small businesses, such as food-coops, represent a definition beyond the regulations, 
i.e., a non-official meaning that highlights environmental aspects, ethics and locality with face-to-
face relationships (ibid.). According to Ngobo (2011), French consumers are more likely to buy 
organic store brands than organic national brands, perhaps due to lower prices, mainstreaming or 
higher offer and acceptance of organic store brands. Bartels and Hoogendam (2011) also provide 
information regarding the preference for national and private brands in relation to the consumers’ 
social identification. Besides the result that, in general, German consumers have positive attitudes 
towards all investigated types of labels, they find that people who identify themselves with the or-
ganic consumer also seem to have positive associations with single organic brands rather than only 
with organic food consumption in general (ibid.). Koos (2011) addresses the plurality of labels and 
finds that it neither undermines nor fosters the consumption of labelled goods. The author proposes 
that a multitude of labels is a sign of a differentiated market with different consumer groups show-
ing different convictions regarding public and private standards (ibid.). This contradicts the findings 
of Eden et al. (2008), who emphasise that due to a logo overload, British consumers have difficul-
ties thinking about trade-offs between different product characteristics. Janssen and Hamm (2011) 
deal with consumers’ choices when different brands are available, as is the case in various coun-
tries. They explain that some consumers prefer certain labelling schemes because they perceive 
them as having stricter standards than the EU label, for example in the case of the standards of some 
farmer associations in Germany and the governmental label in Denmark. 

Organic standards 

Some studies take a closer look at the formulation of standards for organic labelling. Cranfield et al. 
(2009) evaluate Canadian consumers’ preferences for different organic standards pertaining to, inter 
alia, pesticide-residue testing and product origin specifications. Key results suggest that consumers 
place a high value on a pesticide standard that involves regular testing of the end product and that 
they prefer an organic food standard to include a rule that limits where the food is produced (ibid.). 
Klintman (2006) critically reflects on product labelling in the context of political consumerism. The 
author claims that criteria for labelling tend to be simplified and that definition of organic is not 
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fixed and constantly needs to be modified (ibid.). Sawyer et al. (2007; 2008a; 2008b) introduce the 
aspect of international harmonisation of standards, suggesting that consumers in the USA, in the EU 
and in Canada do not have a strong attachment to the – at that time – current national organic stan-
dards and that international harmonisation may be a legitimate food policy goal, in order to remove 
technical barriers that reduce the welfare gains available from international trade.  

Kretzschmar and Schmid (2011) focus on European consumers' expectations with regard to organic 
food processing and compare them to the present rules and regulations at that time. They indicate a 
demand for clear principles and definition of concepts like “carefully processed”, “fresh” and “true 
nature/authenticity”. They also stress the possibly problematic gap between consumer expectations 
and the regulations for organic processing at the time of the survey.  

Effects of organic labelling 

Moreover, four studies attempt to quantify the effectiveness of organic labelling. Naspetti and 
Zanoli (2011) test how the liking of different mock labels of additional ethical attributes for organic 
eggs influences the purchase intention of European consumers. Animal welfare is by far the most 
preferred, followed by regional/local production. Fair price concepts are rejected in all of the coun-
tries, suggesting that consumers do not mind supporting organic farmers. However, the overall ac-
ceptance of these labels is quite low, implying that the selected labels, with their symbolism (words 
and images), are not a promising labelling strategy in most of the countries (except for Italy and to 
some extent Austria).  

Linder et al. (2010) use functional magnetic resonance imaging in order to test whether organically 
labeled food is evaluated more positively than conventional food. They discover that organic food 
labelling leads to a higher preference portrayed by an increased activation in the ventral striatum, 
which is assumed to be caused by health related aspects. Thus, the organic logo shows a similar 
effect than that exhibited by cultural goods and brands indicating wealth and status (ibid.). Zepeda 
and Li (2007) as well as Li et al. (2007) assert that familiarity with, and awareness of the USDA 
organic label increase the probability of purchasing organic foods by about 17%. 

3.1.4 Product innovation 

Four studies explicitly refer to the innovative character of organic food. Bäckström et al. (2004) 
investigates the structure and predictive ability of social representation (which combines consum-
ers’ values, ideas and practices such as suspicion of novelties, adherence to technology, adherence 
to natural food, eating for enjoyment and eating as a necessity) of innovative product characteristics 
such as organic, functional, fat-free, genetically modified and ethnic with regard to the willingness 
to try these. They find adherence to natural food and eating for enjoyment to be strong predictors of 
the willingness to try organic food among Finish consumers (ibid.). Bartels and Reinders (2010) 
confirm this finding. They compare the effects of domain-specific innovativeness, social representa-
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tion of new foods and social identification in the context of the acceptance of new food products 
(with regard to organic food) in the US, the UK and Germany. Moreover, both innovativeness and 
social identification seem to have a relatively large influence on organic buying behaviour in all 
three countries. This implies that social identification plays an important role in the acceptance of 
new food products (here organic food) that have an identity-signalling function. Their findings also 
indicate that culturally shared values and ideas play an important role in consumers’ perceptions of 
new food products. Chryssochoidis (2000) approaches innovativeness in a different way, namely by 
explaining the problem of the late introduction of differentiated products causing confusion among 
Greek consumers. He reveals that many differentiated products introduced late to the market are 
suffering from consumer confusion regarding differentiation, since consumers might be unaware of 
the actual differences between the late introduced differentiated organic products and existing con-
ventional products, and that they are unwilling to learn about these differences. Grosglik (2011) 
stresses the innovativeness of organic hummus in an ethnic discourse. He reflects on the changes 
taking place in the symbolic and materialistic production processes of hummus, being an icon of 
Israeli culture and nationality. Global trends of ethical and reflexive food consumption influence the 
perception of recently introduced organic hummus, which differentiates significantly from the 
original hummus that represents rootedness, earthiness, and local simplicity. In its organic version, 
it bears an economic and symbolic image of global values used by the Israeli westernising elite to 
demonstrate a widespread environmental cosmopolitan identity. 

3.1.5 Product range 

Three studies broach the issue of product range with reference to organic food. A UK retailer repre-
sentative stresses the importance of range and availability to customers, who need to be given a 
choice of both organic and conventional, instead of one completely replacing the other (Hill and 
Lynchehaun 2002). Govindasamy et al. (2006) refer to this aspect by investigating US consumers’ 
perception of the variety of organic food. They reveal that almost half of the respondents feel that 
there is a smaller range of organically grown produce than that of conventionally grown produce in 
supermarkets and other retail facilities. While, 17% feel that the two are the same in variety. Ngobo 
(2011) statistically confirms that French consumers are less likely to buy organic products in con-
centrated categories, i.e. in categories where there are only few suppliers, in which they are rather 
loyal to well-known conventional brands. 

3.1.6 Value added service 

We did not find any study addressing the topic value added service in the framework of our litera-
ture review. Although, in practice, there are some examples of value added service for organic food 
products, such as recipes or packaging that can be used on other modes. The service of traceability 
with regard to organic food consumption is also a feature that has not gained attention in research so 
far. Thus, the issue of value added service clearly builds a research gap. 
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3.2 Costs 

In total, we identified 144 studies dealing with the topic costs to consumers. Although price cogni-
tion and price perception and processing are theoretically two separated concepts, a clear distinction 
for empirical studies is almost impossible. Thus, we consider these two concepts as one sub-topic 
that is covered by 25 studies. However, a substantially larger part, namely 119 studies, refers to the 
willingness to pay for organic products. 

3.2.1 Price cognition, perception and processing of price information 

Twenty-five studies deal with consumers’ perception of the prices of organic food products. In gen-
eral, consumers perceive organic food to be more expensive than comparable conventional food 
(Abrams et al. 2010; Aryal et al. 2009; Chinnici et al. 2002; Hamzaoui Essoussi and Zahaf 2009; 
Hill and Lynchehaun 2002; Sirieix et al. 2011; Yin et al. 2010; Zepeda et al. 2006; Živìlová and 
Jánský 2007). While Chinnici et al. (2002) find that the majority of consumers perceive a price dif-
ference of 20% to 30% in comparison to conventional food prices; Chang and Zepeda (2005a) re-
veal that most consumers cannot quantify the difference. However, several surveys agree that the 
high price of organic food is the main barrier to organic food consumption (Chang and Zepeda 
2005b; Frydlova and Vostra 2011; Hill and Lynchehaun 2002; Hjelmar 2011; Lea and Worsley 
2005; Lyons et al. 2001; Magnusson et al. 2001; Padel and Foster (2005); Van Loo et al. 2010; Ze-
peda et al. 2006; Živìlová and Jánský 2007). In spite of this, there is empirical evidence that not 
only organic but also some non-organic consumers think that higher price premiums for organic 
products are justified because organic production causes higher costs per unit and they believe that 
organic products are of better quality as well as more ethical and environmentally friendly (Aryal et 
al. 2009; Chang and Zepeda 2005a; Chang and Zepeda 2005b; Chinnici et al. 2002; Hjelmar 2011).  

While the above cited articles treat the issue of price perception of organic food only as an addition-
al aspect, Zielke (2010) refers to it in detail by evaluating the impact of five price-image dimensions 
(price-level perception, value for money, price perceptibility, price processibility, evaluation cer-
tainty) on shopping intention in organic food stores (among other distribution channels). He indi-
cates that perceived value is the most important driver of shopping intentions, followed by price 
processibility and evaluation certainty. He suggests that retailers should improve price communica-
tion by actively communicating and justifying price differences to conventional brands and by em-
phasising the added value (ibid.).  

Chang and Zepeda (2005a) conclude that Australian organic consumers tend to accept the higher 
price, whereas occasional or non-organic consumers are very price-sensitive. Regarding price-
sensitivity, Hjelmar (2011) establish another relationship by claiming that pragmatic Danish con-
sumers are very price-sensitive, whereas value-oriented consumers express an understanding and 
acceptance for the higher price. 
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3.2.2 Willingness to pay 

The consumers’ WTP is explored in 119 studies. Due to the large number of publications, we at-
tempt to further systemise the analysis of the identified articles by classifying them based on their 
survey methods. Approaches that are used to elicit the consumers’ WTP belong either to stated pre-
ferences methods or to revealed preferences methods (Bateman et al. 2002; Coulibaly et al. 2011). 
Stated preferences are based on directly or indirectly asking test subjects how much they are willing 
to pay for a certain good, by applying, e.g., contingent valuation or choice-based experiments and 
conjoint analyses (ibid.). Revealed preference methods, however, measure actual purchase beha-
viour on the basis of market data or market simulation experiments such as experimental auctions. 
Following this classification framework, we review 82 articles based on stated preference methods, 
of which 49 studies use direct inquiries and 32 indirect queries. Of the 34 surveys belonging to re-
vealed preference methods, nine approaches use different kinds of auctions and in 25 cases authors 
observe actual purchase behaviour. Five studies combine two methods in order to reveal if these 
lead to different outcomes. 

3.2.2.1 Direct price queries 

Fifty-two publications explore the willingness to pay for organic food mainly with reference to con-
ventional food products by using direct price queries. Most of these studies treat the consumers’ 
WTP as one out of several research issues. More than twenty studies address organic food in gener-
al. The remaining articles deal with one or more specific product categories. The findings reported 
here vary remarkably from no WTP price premiums for organic peaches among Mexican consum-
ers (Padilla-Bernal and Pérez-Veyna 2008) to WTP a premium of over 100% for different kinds of 
meat by Greeks (Krystallis et al. 2006a). However, differences do not only exist between product 
categories but also within the same and between countries, in some cases even between different 
studies in the same country.  

Some authors estimate particularly high premiums. Nevertheless, a greater part of direct-survey 
based studies place consumers’ WTP inbetween 5% and 30%, for both organic food in general and 
specific product categories. Table 3 gives an overview of the findings. In the higher section, Table 3 
reports the results of those studies that calculated the average WTP as a percentage of the conven-
tional price. In the lower section, it lists those studies that provide information about the modal 
class, i.e. the range of premiums that the highest share of consumers stated to be willing to pay. 

In a longitudinal section study, Aguirre González (2009) reveals an increase of the mean WTP from 
5.9% to 25.1% between 1999/2000 and 2007/2008 in Costa Rica. Corsi and Novelli (2011) analyse 
the WTP for organic beef in Italy, considering the BSE crisis and its short- and long-term conse-
quences regarding eating habits. One of the key findings is that at low prices, consumers were less 
willing to buy organic beef in 2003 than they were in 2001, indicating in some cases an atypical 
price function. 
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The following articles also examine the WTP for organic food, but neither report results in percent-
ages nor a reference price, rendering it impossible to compute comparable figures. However, they 
additionally identify factors influencing the WTP, such as socio-demographic variables and atti-
tudes, and come to rather heterogeneous results. Common findings are the positive impact of a 
higher income and education as well as being married (Botonaki et al. 2006; Budak et al. 2005; 
Charatsari and Tzimitra-Kalogianni 2007; Coulibaly et al. 2011; Disegna et al. 2009; Gunduz and 
Bayramoglu 2011; Haghiri et al. 2009; Joo-Nyung and Myung-Hwan 2003; Loureiro and Hine 
2002; Loureiro and Lotade 2005; Wong et al. 2010). Product-specific attributes, such as a better 
taste, appearance and perceived quality, register a positive impact on the WTP for organic food 
(Coulibaly et al. 2011; Ghorbani and Hamraz 2009; Loureiro and Hine 2002; Padilla-Bernal and 
Pérez-Veyna 2008; Shuzzler et al 2003; Tsakiridou et al. 2009). A large group of reports confirm 
the positive influence of attitudes towards health aspects and environment (Boccaletti and Nardella 
2000; Botonaki et al. 2006; Canavari et al. 2002; Coulibaly et al. 2011; Gunduz and Bayramoglu 
2011; Haghiri et al. 2009; Loureiro and Lotade 2005). The WTP more for organic food appears to 
depend also on the organic food consumption frequency (Botonaki et al. 2006; Canavari et al. 2002; 
Disegna et al. 2009; Gunduz and Bayramoglu 2011; Haghiri et al. 2009). In regards to deterrents, 
some studies find family size and a higher age as negative influences for WTP for organic food 
(Budak et al. 2005; Canavari et al. 2002; Charatsari and Tzimitra-Kalogianni 2007; Ghorbani and 
Hamraz 2009; Loureiro and Hine 2002; Loureiro and Lotade 2005). 

Aldanondo-Ochoa and Almansa-Saez (2009) makes an attempt to quantify the value of health im-
provement and environmentally friendly technology in organic food production and come to the 
conclusion that Spanish consumers are willing to pay more for health gains (premium of 31.4%) 
than for environmental improvements (premium of 22%).  

With regard to the relationship between organic and locally produced food, Bean and Sharp (2011) 
segment consumers from Ohio according to their attitudes towards organic and local production. 
They confirm that those favourable toward the organic attribute are more willing to pay extra for 
organic and are less price-conscious in comparison to those that are not inclined towards organic 
food. 
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Table 3: WTP values elicited by direct queries 
Average WTP Product category Country Author (year) 
-10.3% cheese Croatia Stefanic et al. (2001) 
4.0% beef Croatia Stefanic et al. (2001) 
7.6% bellpepers Croatia Stefanic et al. (2001) 
11.2% tomatoes Croatia Stefanic et al. (2001) 
13.1% milk Croatia Stefanic et al. (2001) 
13.2% eggs Croatia Stefanic et al. (2001) 
14.1% apples Croatia Stefanic et al. (2001) 
16.1% cucumbers Croatia Stefanic et al. (2001) 
16.3% wine Spain Brugarolas et al. (2005) 
18.8% food in general Costa Rica Aguirre (2007) 
19.1% raisins Greece Krystallis et al. (2006b) 
22.6% oranges Greece Krystallis et al. (2006b) 
22.8% olive oil Greece Krystallis et al. (2006b) 
23% cucumber Nigeria Phillip and Dipeolou (2010) 
26% food in general Iran Akbari and Asadi (2008) 
27.5% vegetables Greece Charatsari and Tzimitra-Kalogianni 

(2007) 
29.3% bread Greece Krystallis et al. (2006b) 
ca. 30% food in general Nepal Aryal et al. (2009) 
35.3% food in general China Yin et al. (2010) 
ca. 50% tomatoes Ghana Coulibaly et al. (2011) 
ca. 51.6% fish Turkey Dagistan et al. (2009) 
ca. 56% tomatoes Benin Coulibaly et al. (2011) 
ca. 57% cabbage Ghana Coulibaly et al. (2011) 
63.7% wine Greece Krystallis et al. (2006b) 
ca. 66% cabbage Benin Coulibaly et al. (2011) 
73% fluted pumpkins Nigeria Phillip and Dipeolou (2010) 
Modal class 
of WTP 

Share of 
sample Product category Country Author (year) 

>9% 52.6% food in general Greece Fotopoulos et al. (2011) 
1-5% 44% meat Ireland O'Donovan and McCarthy (2002) 
6-10% 29% chicken Turkey Gunduz and Bayramoglu (2011) 
6-10% 34% produce Italy Boccaletti and Nardella (2000) 
10-20% >50% food in general Sth. Africa Du Toit and Crafford (2003) 
10-20% 32.9% vegetables Sri Lanka  Piyasiri and Ariyawardana (2002) 
11-20% 45.7% food in general Croatia Radman (2005) 
11-20% 34.4% seabass Turkey Budak et al. (2005) 
>20% 78% food in general Italy Cicia et al. (2002) 
up to 30% >50% food in general Brazil Soares et al. (2008) 
30% 37.2% different foods Greece Krystallis and Chryssohoidis 

(2005) 
ca. 46% 43.3% fish Italy Disegna et al. (2009) 
>50% 46.3% food in general Malaysia Ahmad and Juhdi (2010) 
85-130% 54.7% chicken Greece Krystallis et al. (2006a) 
103-125% 53.3% pork Greece Krystallis et al. (2006a) 
>105% 52% lamb-goat Greece Krystallis et al. (2006a) 
>115% 40% beef Greece Krystallis et al. (2006a) 
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3.2.2.2 Indirect price queries 

In indirect queries, which 32 studies apply, the willingness to pay is derived from preference and 
behaviour data measured by means of choice experiments or conjoint analyses. As for direct price 
queries, the WTP for organic food elicited indirectly varies considerably between product catego-
ries.  

WTP for organic food with reference to conventional food 

Pellegrini and Farinello (2009) estimate price premiums for organic eggs and biscuits that Italian 
consumers are willing to pay ranging from 20% to 40% with reference to prices paid for corre-
sponding conventional products. This indicates the tendency for consumers to invest substantially in 
purchasing organic food. Likewise, Tsakiridou et al. (2006) assess an average WTP of 35% extra 
for different organic foods in Greece. Hearne and Volcan (2005) determine a premium for organic 
vegetables of around 39% among consumers from Costa Rica. Mondelaers et al. (2009) discover an 
even higher premium for organic carrots of 50% among Belgians. Kim et al. (2008) reveals the 
price premiums of approximately 10% for organic food, which is much lower compared to the other 
findings. 

WTP for organic in comparison with sustainability aspects 

Predominantly due to the method used for eliciting the WTP, there are many attempts to compare 
organic with other sustainability aspects, e.g., local production, animal welfare, fair trade and natu-
ralness.  

Eight studies pick up on the topic of the additional or alternative attribute “locally grown”. Curtis 
and Cowee (2011) reveal that the share of North Americans willing to pay a premium for one or 
more of five tested organic vegetables is slightly smaller (40%) than the share of those willing to 
pay a premium for one or more locally grown products (47%). Yue and Tong (2009) find the same 
price premiums for organic and local tomatoes (each 56%) and a premium of 90% for both attrib-
utes combined compared to conventional tomatoes for consumers in the USA. In contrast to that, 
Costanigro et al. (2011) estimate a price premium for local apples from Colorado that is almost six 
times higher than the premium for organic apples. Also James et al. (2009), Hu et al. (2009), Ono-
zaka and McFadden (2011), and Wang et al. (2010) conclude that consumers value locally grown 
food (apple sauce, blueberries, tomatoes/apples or apples) more than certified organic products. 
Only Campbell et al. (2010) elicit a higher WTP for organic produce (12.6%) than for locally grown 
fruits and vegetables (6%) among Canadian women, whereas men are not willing to pay extra.  

Three other articles address animal-welfare aspects. Olesen et al. (2010) find that the average Nor-
wegian consumer prefers organic and Freedom Food salmon to the otherwise identical salmon from 
conventional salmon farms, as long as the colour is comparable to that of conventional salmon 
(price premium of about 15%). They suggest that the small difference between the premiums for 
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organic and Freedom Food salmon is due to consumers perceiving these products as close substi-
tutes (ibid.). Liljenstolpe (2011) explores the WTP and thus the preferences for twelve different 
animal welfare attributes of organic pork in Sweden. Interviewed consumers commonly prefer only 
two attributes, namely farm feed (i.e., at least half of the feed has to be produced at the farm) and 
stock limit of 100 pigs. All other attributes are appreciated by one part of the sample and refused by 
another (ibid.). Dransfield et al. (2005) find that consumers in France, Denmark, Sweden and in the 
UK are willing to pay 5% more for organic meat when they obtain the information that it stems 
from livestock that is raised outside and in the home country.  

Six surveys explore the monetary value of fair trade products compared to organic food, leading to 
different conclusions. While fairness is worth almost twice as much as organic quality for coffee 
among German consumers (Langen 2011), it is slightly more important than organic quality for 
apples and less important for tomatoes among North Americans (Onozaka et al. 2011; Onozaka and 
McFadden 2011). Chang and Lusk (2009) and Briggemann and Lusk (2011) examine fairness con-
cerning the distribution of benefits to the actors in the supply chain of bread and reveal premiums 
for organic over conventional bread ranging from 39.7% to 48.8%, indicating that consumers in the 
USA primarily care about the benefits to small farmers. Likewise, Zander and Hamm (2010) find 
that European consumers are willing to pay a premium of at least 20% for additional ethical attrib-
utes of organic food such as fair prices to farmers besides animal welfare and regional production. 
In contrast, with regard to organic baby food, Peterson and Li (2011) find the WTP is higher for 
products from large-scale companies than for smaller counterparts or private-label products. Never-
theless, in general consumers in the USA are willing to pay a premium for organic baby food, even 
though they value two primary features of organic food (no chemicals and GMO-free) on its own 
higher than the comprehensive organic attribute (ibid.).  

In one study, the attributes natural and organic are compared with respect to strawberries, indicating 
that consumers in the USA are willing to pay more for natural than for organic quality (Onken et al. 
2011). 

WTP for different organic certification schemes 

The following studies compare the WTP for different organic certification schemes with each other. 
Sakagami et al. (2006) and by Kim et al. (2008) analyse the influence of different types of certifica-
tion for Japan. While the latter find that consumers trust governmental quality assurance more than 
consumer organisation-led (voluntary) certification, independent inspection agencies and certifica-
tion by the retailer; the former reveal slightly higher importance attributed to third-party NOP certi-
fication (13% to 22%) than to the governmental JAS certification (10-17%). In consensus with Kim 
et al. (2008), Van Loo et al. (2011) find that consumers trust the USDA certification more than gen-
eral organic labels (average premium of 103.5% for the USDA label and 34.8% for the general label 
compared to conventional food). Bhatta et al. (2010) deal with the difference in WTP between 
unlabelled and labelled organic tomatoes. They find that only 7.8% of the respondents surveyed in 
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Nepal would pay a premium of 40% to 60% for unlabelled tomatoes, whereas 44.4% of consumers 
would pay a premium of 40% to 60% for labelled tomatoes. 

Interactions 

Bond et al. (2008) estimate the WTP among North American consumers for different health, nutri-
tion, non-profit organisation logos and production process attributes for lettuce, revealing that the 
organic label alone elicits the smallest WTP among all health claims and nutrition labels, which 
increases by 66% when the organic label is combined with a claim of vitamin C content. 

3.2.2.3 Experimental auctions 

Thirteen studies elicit the WTP by means of experimental auctions. Linder et al. (2010) elicit the 
WTP for 40 different foods, estimating an average price premium of about 31% across all product 
types. Other papers approach the issue in quite diverse ways by not only considering different prod-
uct categories but by also shedding light on manifold aspects that is partly due to the used method, 
such as comparisons with sustainability attributes apart from organic, interactions with diverse qual-
ity aspects and specific effects regarding information or sensory properties. 

WTP for organic in comparison with sustainability aspects 

With regard to sustainability attributes other than organic, Bernard et al. (2006) as well as He and 
Bernard (2011) examine the North Americans’ WTP for fresh and processed foods in organic, con-
ventional and non-GM quality and come to contradictory findings: While the former reveal that bids 
for organic are not significantly higher than for GMO-free food, the latter find that the mean percent 
premium of organic over conventional (24.0% on average over all product categories) is larger for 
both fresh and processed food products than those for non-GM-food. However, the average premi-
ums, especially for organic, are smaller than in the marketplace, where organic products often are 
priced at as much as twice their conventional counterparts (ibid.).  

Conner and Christy (2002; 2004) relate the organic standards of the USDA’s National Organic Pro-
gram to consumers’ WTP for organic food, concluding that consumers are willing to pay more to 
avoid the Big 3 (GMO, biosolids, and irradiation) in organic foods.  

Interactions 

Tagbata and Sirieix (2008) find that the joint application of environmental and social labels on the 
same product induces a sub-additivity to the WTP compared with the WTP for the two dimensions 
considered separately. Researchers draw the same conclusion with regard to claims about the ab-
sence of pesticides and GMO (Bernard and Bernard 2009) and the absence of rBST and antibiotics 
in milk production (Bernard and Bernard 2010) in the USA. Moreover, Bernard and Bernard (2009) 
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find own-price elasticity of organic milk to be lower than of rBST-free and no-antibiotics milk, in-
dicating a high WTP for organic milk.  

Specific effects 

Napolitano et al. (2010b) focus on the taste of beef. They estimate a premium of about 67% for or-
ganic beef compared to conventional beef and reveal a relationship between WTP and expected 
liking (stated liking after provision of information) for organic beef, whereas actual liking (liking 
before provision of information) is not significantly correlated with it. From this, they conclude that 
the Italians’ WTP seems more dependent on information than on product sensory properties (ibid.). 
Napolitano et al. (2010a) obtain the same result, studying the effect of information about organic 
production on Pecorino cheese liking and consumers’ WTP. Tagbata and Sirieix (2008) confirm this 
for French consumers by showing that the WTP for organic and fair trade chocolates in conjunction 
with tasting is lower than the WTP they stated on the sole basis of the labels. This reveals a gap 
between the expected quality and the “experienced quality”. 

Gifford and Bernard (2011), Soler et al. (2002) and Gil and Soler (2006) also investigate the effect 
of information. Gifford and Bernard (2011) examine how information about organic and natural 
production standards affects the WTP for chicken in Delaware. On average, clear definitions of the 
natural and organic concept make no appreciable change in premiums. However, 46.4% of partici-
pants increased their premium after information, 23.6% kept their premium the same and almost 
30% decreased their premium. Soler et al. (2002) and Gil and Soler (2006) analyse the effect of 
different information channel strategies (information effect) as well as of price references of con-
ventional products (reference price effect) on WTP for organic olive oil in Spain. Reference prices 
of conventional products increase the perceived value of the organic olive oil and thus increase the 
WTP for it. Considering the information effect, they discover that not the information itself but the 
way this information is provided increases the WTP. Leaflets appear ineffective, but oral explana-
tion by a specialist has a positive effect on the WTP (ibid.).  

Yue et al. (2009) observe consumers’ WTP for organic and conventional apples with different lev-
els of blemish in the USA. They obtain the contradictory results that consumers want environmen-
tally friendly production methods, but that they do not want the natural consequences of them, i.e., 
the blemished appearance of products.  

3.2.2.4 Market data observation 

Market data observation builds the basis for 21 studies. A relative high number of these observa-
tion-based approaches (n=9) analyse the consumers’ milk purchasing behaviour by using household 
scanner data (Alviola and Capps 2010; Chang et al. 2011; Dhar and Foltz 2005; Jonas and Roosen 
2008; Kiesel and Villas-Boas 2007; Lusk 2011; Monier et al. 2009) as well as retail sales data (An-
stine 2007; Lopez and Lopez 2009).  
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Several studies calculate price elasticities for milk in the USA and in Germany. They are consistent 
in the finding that the demand for organic milk decreases if its price increases (Alviola and Capps 
2010; Jonas and Roosen 2008 (Germany); Lopez and Lopez 2009; Lusk 2011). Alviola and Capps 
(2010) quantify this relationship and reveal that a 1% price increase would lead to a 2% decline of 
demand. They also calculate the cross-price elasticity and predict an increase of organic milk sales 
by 0.7% if the price of conventional milk increases by 1% (ibid).  

Lopez and Lopez (2009) investigate price elasticities for different milk types (conventional: private 
label and manufacturer brand; specialty milks: organic, lactose-free; 1% fat content, whole milk) 
and find a more price-elastic demand for organic milk (own-price elasticity of -4.09 for 1% fat con-
tent and -3.80 for whole milk) than Alviola and Capps (2010) do. With cross-price elasticities, Lo-
pez and Lopez (2009) conclude that in the face of a price increase, consumers tend to substitute 
within types of products that retain most of the original features of the sort of milk they regularly 
purchased. However, cross-price elasticity for organic milk is found to be close to zero, indicating 
that organic consumers rarely substitute types of milk when prices increase (ibid.). For the beef 
product category, Anders and Moeser (2008) suggest that Canadian consumers are responsive to 
price decreases of organic beef and that they do not always substitute organic beef cuts with con-
ventional beef cuts in the face of price increases.Referring to the USA, Zhang et al. (2011) find that 
– with the exception of potatoes – tomatoes, onions and lettuce have inelastic own-price and cross-
price effects between organic and conventional vegetables, suggesting that a decrease in the organic 
price does not necessarily lead to an increase in the demand for organic vegetables. Lin et al. (2009) 
reveal organic fruit demand to be highly elastic and conventional fruit demand is price inelastic. 
From cross-price elasticities they conclude that consumers are more likely to substitute organic 
fruits for conventional fruits than the other way around (ibid.).  

Two studies analyse the price-sensitivity of different consumer groups. By comparing purchase 
patterns of suburban and inner-city residents in Ohio for both conventional and organic milk, Chang 
et al. (2011) find that conventional and organic milk shoppers are generally price insensitive, which 
is in contrast to the outcomes stated above. They also reveal that suburban shoppers are less price 
sensitive compared to inner-city shoppers and that in general shoppers do not switch to conven-
tional milk when organic milk prices increase (ibid.). Moreover, Greenway et al. (2011) find or-
ganic potato consumers in the USA to be more sensitive to price changes than conventional potato 
consumers.  

Stevens-Garmon et al. (2007) compare price premiums for organic produce before and after the 
implementation of the USDA’s National Organic Program labelling standard and find them to have 
increased by roughly 35%. Kiesel and Villas-Boas (2007) conduct the same analysis for organic 
milk and reveal a much smaller increase from 39.4% to 45.8%.  

Some studies report price premiums for organic food with reference to conventional food that were 
actually paid by the consumer. Lin et al. (2008) obtain premiums for organic fruit varying from less 
than 20% (grapes and oranges) to over 42% (strawberries). For vegetables, premiums range from 
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15% (tomatoes, carrots, onion) to 60% (potatoes). Also referring to the USA, Zhang et al. (2011), 
confirm these large differences in premiums between various fresh vegetables, with the highest rela-
tive organic premium (potatoes) over five times higher than that for the lowest (tomatoes). US con-
sumers surveyed by Zhang et al. (2009) pay on average 22% more for organic tomatoes and 24% 
more for organic apples, thus quite similar to those values estimated by Lin et al. (2009). Moreover, 
premiums are found to depend on seasons (Zhang et al. 2009).  

WTP for organic in comparison with sustainability aspects 

The outcomes of Dhar and Foltz (2005) suggest that consumers in the USA on average derive more 
benefit from organic than from rBST-free milk. Anstine (2007) confirms the positive effect of label-
ling by showing that consumers in New Jersey pay more for milk and yoghurt labelled “all natural” 
and “organic” compared to products without labels. However, there is no statistically significant 
difference between “organic” and “all natural”, indicating that consumers might not know the dif-
ference between both labels. 

Andersen (2011) examines the purchase behaviour for three types of eggs (organic, free-range, 
barn) in Denmark. About one third of the total sample pays price premiums for all three types of 
eggs, with the highest premium for organic eggs. Besides, Andersen (2011) concludes that although 
a significant share of the population pays more in order to increase animal welfare, the effect of 
animal welfare on predicted purchase shares is relatively small, which indicates an attitude-
behaviour-gap. Chang et al. (2010) also investigate eggs and find that, in a population of shoppers 
in the USA, the mean premium paid for organic or cage-free eggs is substantially less than the esti-
mated implicit price premium for the attributes organic or cage-free.  

Specific effects 

Lusk (2011) analyses how personal values as well as socio-demographic variables affect price-
elasticities and therefore purchase behaviour. For both milk and eggs, environment-related values 
have the largest positive effect on the purchases of organic milk and eggs, accompanied by natural-
ness-related values and tradition orientation. Negative impacts for both product categories derive 
from convenience constraints, blemished appearance, safety and fairness concerns (ibid.). 

Based on observed purchase behaviour and socio-demographic information, Smith et al. (2009) 
generate a profile of organic consumers in the USA and derive from it that organic food demand is 
positively influenced by income and negatively influenced by price-consciousness, by living in a 
household with children under six years, by higher education, by age and by being married. This is 
partly consistent with the findings of Zhang et al. (2009). 
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3.2.2.5 Combinations 

We review five surveys that use a mixed approach for the measurement of consumers’ WTP for 
organic food. By applying a combination of the above presented methods, authors attempt to over-
come a possible over- or underestimation of consumers’ self-reported WTP. Krystallis et al. 
(2006b) reveal a substantial difference between the WTP for organic food elicited by contingent 
validation (average WTP: 73.6%) and the price premium revealed by conjoint analysis (31.5%) 
among Greek consumers. This suggests that directly inquired preference methods for measuring the 
WTP should only be used for indicating consumers’ tendencies. Likewise, but with the opposite 
result, Canavari et al. (2005) combine discrete choice experiments with preceding or following 
open-end questions in order to explore the Italians’ WTP for pesticides-free organic apples and 
peaches. They confirm that open-end questions produce smaller values for the WTP than discrete 
choice approaches. Gifford and Bernard (2008) also report varying results. They test the reliability 
of directly inquired WTP by means of an experimental auction and find that the auction reveals 
higher premiums for fresh organic food with reference to processed organic food.  

Brooks and Lusk (2010) test whether stated preference choices for selected milk attributes (among 
others the hypothetical introduction of milk from cloned cows) are congruent with US consumers’ 
revealed preferences given by scanner data. They conclude that pooling stated and revealed prefer-
ences data makes better predictions than considering only stated or revealed preference data. 

 

3.3 Communication and information 

We review 32 publications that predominantly focus on the communication and information of or-
ganic food products or that address this topic as an additional aspect. The identified articles are as-
signed to the sub-topics communication and information in general, communication and informa-
tion instruments, and communication and information messages. The labelling of products is a 
communication instrument that is not considered in this section due to having already been exten-
sively covered in the section on product labelling. However, we assign studies that analyse the pro-
vision of more extensive information about organic products, their production methods or organic 
agriculture going beyond a logo or a short claim to communication, since their usage appears to be 
more detached from the physical product than product-specific labels and claims are. Studies that 
give recommendations about communication strategies as part of their final conclusions are not 
included here. 

3.3.1 Communication and information in general 

We find six publications discussing general aspects of communication of organic products. Lyons et 
al. (2001) find that limited information about organic food is one perceived disadvantage of its con-
sumption. Hill and Lynchehaun (2002) stress the education of consumers and emphasise that in-

Dieses Werk ist copyrightgeschützt und darf in keiner Form vervielfältigt werden noch an Dritte weitergegeben werden. 
Es gilt nur für den persönlichen Gebrauch.



42 Chapter I: Organic food consumption behaviour 
 
stead of communicating only the key benefits of organic food, which does not always influence 
purchase behaviour, retailers in the UK should create concerning knowledge, e.g., about organic 
farming methods. Sandalidou et al. (2002) analyse Greek consumers’ satisfaction with – among 
other things – the promotional effort for organic olive oil. They reveal consumers are unsatisfied 
with its promotion, even though they consider it the least important compared to other marketing 
aspects. The authors consider a significant improvement in promotional activities a very efficient 
means of increasing the sales of organic olive oil. The study by Young (2001) treats the communi-
cation and promotion of organic aquatic food and its limitations in Norway, France, Spain, Germa-
ny and the UK. The findings indicate that the promotion of the organic quality of fish is necessary 
in order to differentiate from conventional quality, taking into consideration that this product cate-
gory is traditionally not intensively promoted. 

3.3.2 Communication and information instruments 

Eleven articles address the various instruments of communication. Six surveys address the usage of 
different communication channels for the promotion of organic food as one aspect out of many 
(Akbari and Asadi 2008; Ayaz et al. 2011; Chinnici et al. 2002; Fotopoulos et al. 2003; Fotopoulos 
and Krystallis 2002b; Živìlová and Jánský 2007). Akbari and Asadi (2008) conclude that consumers 
in Iran mainly use TV and radio for gathering information about organic food. For Italian consum-
ers, television is also one of the most frequent used information sources followed by specialised 
magazines and specialised sales outlets (Chinnici et al. 2002). Turkish consumers gather informa-
tion about organic food predominantly from newspapers, the TV, the Internet and scientific publica-
tions (Ayaz et al. 2011). However, Czech consumers, reveal that they predominantly receive infor-
mation directly from the shops where they purchase organic food, from friends or from the media 
(Živìlová and Jánský 2007). Fotopoulos et al. (2003), Fotopoulos and Krystallis (2002b) and Krys-
tallis et al. (2006b) report that Greek buyers predominantly obtain information on organic food from 
friends and their family as well as from electronic and printed media. Pellegrini and Farinello 
(2009) analyse the credibility of information sources for organic products finding that Italian organ-
ic consumers rely on the information reported on product labels or that has been directly received in 
the place of purchase or from friends and acquaintances. 70% of organic consumers think that the 
information collected via these channels is reliable. Public institutions have less credibility, so have 
radio, television and magazines. The Internet occupies the lowest position. Soler et al. (2002) dis-
cover that not the information but the way this information is provided increases the WTP for or-
ganic olive oil among Spanish consumers. Leaflets are ineffective, whereas oral explanation by a 
specialist has a positive effect on the WTP. Baourakis et al. (2002) focus on the Internet as an in-
formation source for Greek consumers, among whom 63% state they are willing to search for in-
formation about agro-food-products online. They list searching for varieties, low availability of a 
certain product, and comparisons of prices and of qualities as reasons to use the Internet. With re-
spect to sales promotion of retailers in France, Ngobo (2011) analyses if brands with frequent pro-
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motions attract more buyers and finds that consumers on average are less disposed to buy organic 
products in categories where products are often promoted via store flyers. 

3.3.3 Communication and information messages 

We find 13 articles that deal with communication messages. Six studies address the framing of or-
ganic food and agriculture. Gifford and Bernard (2004a; 2006; 2011) dedicate three studies to this 
issue by testing the effect of positive and negative framing on the self-reported changes in purchase 
likelihood of organic food in the USA. In their studies from 2004a and 2006, they conclude that 
positive framing, i.e., mentioning the benefits of organic agriculture, has a positive influence. While 
in their 2004 study they find no influence of negative framing, in 2006 they reveal that emphasising 
possible negative effects of conventional agricultural techniques leads to a lower purchase likelih-
ood from those organic consumers with high trust in food safety. In addition, they examine the ef-
fect of definitions of organic and natural on the WTP a premium for the corresponding products. 
Before information is provided, two thirds of all respondents confuse requirements for both con-
cepts. After information, the WTP for organic food increases, whereas it decreases for natural food 
(Gifford and Bernard 2011).  

Gifford and Bernard (2004b) also explore package texts of 37 products from three different catego-
ries (milk, pasta and soup) and the usage of positive or negative framing. Only one of four organic 
pasta brands provided information about organic methods. For soup, only positive framing was 
used. Among the organic-food packages observed, there were only two examples of negative fram-
ing, such as the statement “no dangerous pesticides or chemicals are ever used” (ibid.). Lockie 
(2006) discusses various ways in which organic agriculture, alongside sustainability, genetic engi-
neering, GM-foods and food safety, is framed in its own terms and in relation to the others. DuPuis 
(2000) examines the communication on milk cartons of three organic milk companies in the USA 
and finds three categories of delivered messages: consumer-as-authority, agrarian (support of far-
mers), neighbourly (stressing community and localness, e.g., by announcing local events). Accord-
ing to the author, these claims represent the different enrolment practices of actors (e.g., the reflex-
ive consumer) in different positions within the market and within the contested discourse on food.  

Napolitano et al. (2010b) combine taste tests of organic and conventional beef with the provision of 
information concerning production methods in order to test if the provided information influences 
the preference for beef. They reveal that information about organic farming practices influences 
Italian consumers’ expectations positively. They find no effects for conventional beef. Likewise, in 
another study, Napolitano et al. (2010a) find that information about organic production methods 
leads to better liking scores for organic cheese among Italian consumers. Annett et al. (2008) come 
to the same result, testing the influence of information provided about health and environmental 
aspects of organic production methods on the sensory liking of organic bread of Canadians.  
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Cook et al. (2009) approach the South African consumers’ perception of communication messages 
from a linguistic perspective in the context of organic food. They reveal that promotional language 
is often not as effective as marketers believe it to be. 

Abrams et al. (2010) investigate the consumers' perception of the terms all-natural and organic, and 
they record the reactions to the USDA organic standards for livestock production and policy for all-
natural claims. As in Gifford and Bernard (2011), respondents express their confusion about the 
meaning of both terms due to both claims being viewed similarly. Also Lockie (2006) find that 
Australian consumers view organic and naturalness as more-or-less synonymous. One possible ex-
planation for this is given by Eden (2011). She defines product labels as tools for communication 
between producers and consumers and concentrates on the “active-meaning-making”. According to 
the author, this does not simply consist of transferring information but rather of actively construct-
ing and re-interpreting it, since consumers bring in their own ideas. The author concludes that defi-
nitions of regulators and producers do not match the definitions of consumers (ibid.). 

 

3.4 Convenience and distribution 

Sixty-seven publications address the topic of convenience with regard to where consumers buy or-
ganic food. To begin with, we present outcomes concerning the availability of organic food and 
store choice. Subsequently, we review research articles that address specific places of purchases. 
However, we only found studies dealing with the purchase of organic food at conventional food 
retailers, at specialised food shops, in direct sales channels and in the Internet, whereas other places 
of purchases are not analysed in the relevant literature. 

3.4.1 Availability 

In regards to the availability of organic food products, experts from two different surveys agree that 
limited availability in India and Europe is one of the major constraining factors for a more regular 
use and consequently for an increasing demand of organic food (Chakrabarti 2010; Padel and Mid-
more 2005). Many consumers confirm this throughout various countries, reporting that they are not 
satisfied with the number of purchase points for organic food (Aryal et al. 2009; Cerjak et al. 2010; 
Chang and Zepeda 2005a; Govindasamy et al. 2006; Hamzaoui Essoussi and Zahaf 2008a; Hill and 
Lynchehaun 2002; Hjelmar 2011; Kuhar and Juvancic 2010; Lea and Worsley 2005; Lockie et al. 
2002; Lyons et al. (2001); O'Donovan and McCarthy 2002; Zakowska-Biemans 2011; Živìlová and 
Jánský 2007). They would welcome a widening of the net of purchase places, and they state that a 
lack of availability deters them from purchasing organic products. They are willing to buy more 
organic food if the availability increases (ibid.). Ergin and Ozsacmaci (2011), Quah and Tan (2010) 
and Van Loo et al. (2010) provide statistical evidence for this statement, showing that the availabili-
ty has a significant positive effect on organic consumption behaviour in Turkey, Malaysia and the 
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USA. However, there are also findings revealing the contrary: Tarkiainen and Sundqvist (2005) 
cannot confirm statistically that the perceived availability of organic food in Finnish hypermarkets 
influences the intention to buy it. Verhoef (2005) finds only a weak positive influence on organic 
meat choice and no effect on purchase frequency in the Netherlands. Swedish consumers rate the 
availability of organic milk to be good and state that additionally, limited availability does not seem 
to be an obstacle for other product categories (Magnusson et al. 2001). Moreover, Ngobo (2011) 
claims that the French are less disposed to buy widely distributed organic brands, perhaps due to the 
idea that organic products should not be as popular as conventional ones. Chang and Zepeda 
(2005b) point out that the availability of organic food in rural Australia is a limiting factor in de-
mand, but that organic food consumers are more tolerant of inaccessibility than non-organic con-
sumers. 

3.4.2 Store choice behaviour 

With respect to the choice of purchase places, the outcomes are heterogeneous. Ahmad and Juhdi 
(2010), Padel and Foster (2005), Ergin and Ozsacmaci (2011), Lobley et al. (2009), Pellegrini and 
Farinello (2009), Lockie et al. (2002), Wier et al. (2005; 2008) provide empirical evidence for the 
increased relevance of conventional retailers for the supply of organic food in Malysia, Turkey, the 
UK, Italy, Australia and Denmark. The latter five find that supermarkets are used more frequently 
than farmers’ markets and specialty shops. Other studies disagree, revealing that in Iran, Italy, Ar-
kansas and Greece chain supermarkets are of lower priority, whereas well-known specialty markets 
and farmers’ markets constitute the main places where consumers purchase organic food (Akbari 
and Asadi 2008; Cicia et al. 2002; Crandall et al. 2010; Fotopoulos et al. 2003; Fotopoulos and 
Krystallis 2002b). Wang et al. (2010) find that supermarkets (ca. 67%), farmers' markets (ca. 52%), 
natural food stores (ca. 50%), and food co-ops (ca. 45%) are the major places where consumers 
purchase organic in Vermont. In a survey of consumers from Croatia, Radman (2005) finds that 
most respondents that report to buy organic fruit and vegetables claimed to buy these products in 
city markets (46.3%) or directly from producers (19.1%). However, at the time of the study, there 
are almost no products in city markets in Zagreb with organic labels. Thus, the author assumes that 
consumers are poorly informed and make their own assessment that purchased products were or-
ganically grown.  

Hamzaoui Essoussi and Zahaf (2008a) furthermore relate organic food consumption to the choice of 
the PoS (point of sale), also considering consumers’ trust, and find that the PoS used mostly by Ca-
nadian organic consumers are supermarkets (31.2%), organic food stores (27.2%) and local markets 
(27.2%). These do not correspond to the most trusted ones, i.e., organic food stores, followed by 
health food stores and direct sales channels (ibid.). In a similar study, Hamzaoui Essoussi and Zahaf 
(2009) conclude that Canadian consumers do not tend to trust large producers, distributors or organ-
ic companies importing their products, mainly due to health- and environment-related concerns.  
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Two studies model store format choice in order to identify influencing factors. Hsieh and Stiegert 
(2011) reveal that organic shoppers in the US have stronger quality perceptions than conventional 
shoppers, which affect their store format choice. Henryks and Pearson (2011) determine variables 
(e.g., habit, budget, convenience of the shopping trip, range of products) affecting consumer choice 
of retail outlets and use them to explain purchase behaviour in the Australian organic food market. 
The store choice is also used to explain organic consumption behaviour, e.g., Zepeda and Li (2007) 
find that the choice of purchase venue is the most important and significant factor influencing the 
probability of buying organic food among Australians. Similar results are found by Li et al. (2007) 
and Yue and Tong (2009) for the USA and by Panico et al. (2011) for Italy. Eden et al. (2008) ana-
lyse cues used by British consumers to judge the quality of organic food and food in general. They 
see one of these cues, a specific retail outlet (e.g., farm shops, farmers' markets, and local butchers), 
in a positive way. To the contrary, they see food-miles, implicitly in supermarkets, in a negative 
way. Concluding, Onozaka et al. (2011) successfully segment US consumers on the basis of their 
primary and secondary store choices for fresh produce shopping and emphasise that such an ap-
proach provides useful insights into consumer behaviour and implications for marketing strategies. 

3.4.3 Conventional food retail 

One publication briefly touches on the topic of selling organic food in conventional food retail. 
Ngobo (2011) provides insights into how French households choose organic food products during a 
visit to the grocery store. He considers different potentially influencing variables and attempts to 
give recommendations with respect to the sale of organic food in conventional retail. 

3.4.4 Direct sales from farmer to consumer 

With 16 publications, this is the most researched distribution channel, by far. Besides the classic 
direct sales of own produce at a farmers’ market or in farm shops, other channels such as box 
schemes and collective purchasing groups have emerged as alternatives to the highly industrialised 
food markets. They are increasingly receiving attention from consumers as well as from research-
ers. 

3.4.4.1 Farmers’ markets 

In order to gain a deeper understanding of the customers of farmers’ markets, seven studies attempt 
to profile consumers by analysing their socio-demographics, their attitudes and values, their motiva-
tions to shop at a farmer’s market and their organic food consumption habits (Aguirre 2007; Cran-
dall et al. 2010; Curtis and Cowee 2011; La Trobe 2001; Hamzaoui Essoussi and Zahaf 2008b; 
Moore 2006; Rainey et al. 2011). According to Moore (2006), by choosing to shop at participatory 
farmers' markets, Irish consumers reveal to be reflexive in terms of being opposed to capital and 
scale. These consumers perceive personal reassurance to be more important than technical organic 
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certification and value the connection between local producers and consumers (ibid.). Rainey et al. 
(2011) reveal support of local farmers, freshness of produce, better quality than at retail stores and 
food safety to be the major reason for consumers in Arkansas to shop at farmers’ markets. La Trobe 
(2001) discovers that only few consumers state the purchase of organic food to be a motive for at-
tending farmers' markets in the UK.  

Three articles deal with purchasing behaviour at farmers’ markets’ regarding organic food and other 
product attributes, such as locally grown and natural items (Aguirre 2007; Curtis and Cowee 2011; 
Onken et al. 2011). The findings of Curtis and Cowee (2011) indicate that those US farmers’ mar-
kets’ consumers concerned with food safety, environmental impacts of food production and envi-
ronmental issues, in general are more likely to purchase organic produce and to spend more for it. 
Whereas, those consumers concerned about local origin and supporting local farmers are more like-
ly to pay premiums for and are more likely to purchase locally grown produce at farmers’ markets. 
As mentioned above, Onken et al. (2011) show that US consumers would pay more for organic 
products – among other product characteristics – at farmers’ markets than at grocery stores. Aguirre 
(2007) discovers that farmers’ markets customers in Costa Rica are willing to pay a maximum of 
20% extra for organic food with reference to conventional food.  

3.4.4.2 Box schemes 

Another, less frequently discussed, topic is the distribution of organic food via the delivery of food 
boxes. Brown et al. (2009) conduct both socio-demographic profiles of English and French users of 
box schemes and additionally, an analysis of the barriers and motivations to use them. The English 
consumers report access to local produce with fewer food-miles to be the most important motive, 
followed by ecological commitment. The French users state product quality to be most important, 
also followed by ecological commitment (ibid.). Vidal et al. (2011) confirm the relationship be-
tween Spanish consumer knowledge about box schemes and the consumption of organic food. 
Freidberg and Goldstein (2011) present the unsuccessful attempt to implement an alternative direct 
marketing initiative (box scheme) in Kenya. In the course of the project, the box scheme boost in-
comes of more than 30 farm households, indicating that demand in Nairobi exists. However, failure 
is almost unavoidable, mostly due to country-inherent ideology and practice regarding develop-
ment.  

3.4.4.3 Alternative Food Networks (AFN) 

Five publications are dedicated to the topic of AFN. Little et al. (2010) investigate collective pur-
chasing groups in Europe, Japan and the USA as an important form of agri-food networks, their 
history and development and their drivers. They state that important driving forces of community-
led buying groups are taking back control over the food-supply system and the ability to make crea-
tive interventions by forming new mechanisms to access more variety of local and organic food at 
low costs (ibid.).  
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Stagl (2002) reflects on CSA (community supported agriculture, i.e. direct marketing between pro-
ducers and consumers operating on a principle of share rewards and risks (Thompson and Coskun-
er-Balli 2007)) as an example of emerging local and sustainable alternatives to global food markets. 
The publication illustrates potentials and limitations and how consumers can benefit from it (e.g., 
response to consumers’ needs, learning about sustainability, generation of trust, variety of products, 
extending to new consumer groups, possible lower prices). It also addresses barriers to sustainable 
consumer behaviour, such as not meeting certain consumer demands like convenience, high organi-
sational effort and reduced predictability (ibid.). From a more ideological perspective, Thompson 
and Coskuner-Balli (2007) discuss the development of CSA in the USA, which emerged in re-
sponse to the conventionalisation of the organic food movement. They analyse the ideology that 
circulates in CSA communities among farmers and consumers, which is oriented around reconsti-
tuting rooted connections to nature (countervailing the disconnectedness and disempowerment of 
the consumer), engaging in practices of decommodification and working towards an artisan food 
culture.  

Schifani and Migliore (2011) present an approach of profiling the members of solidarity purchase 
groups in Italy, a country-specific form of CSA, according to their socio-demography and their mo-
tivations. The average consumers belonging to these groups are relatively young (between 40 and 
49 years old) with a high level of education and a middle to upper-middle high income. They are 
mostly motivated by solidarity with the farmers and the environment and aspects relating to respon-
sible consumption (ibid.).  

Seyfang (2006) contributes to this research field by examining local organic food networks in the 
UK with respect to sustainable consumption and ecological citizenship and discusses how ecologi-
cal citizenship motivates sustainable consumption behaviour in form of consuming local organic 
food. 

3.4.5 Specialised food retail 

Zielke (2010) addresses specialised organic food stores in Europe. As mentioned above (see p. 24), 
he analyses shopping intentions in different store formats, among others organic food stores, name-
ly specialty stores and supermarkets, considering the influence of five price image dimensions 
(price-level perception, value for money, price perceptibility, price processibility, evaluation cer-
tainty) He recommends that retailers should consider that the perceived value is the most important 
driver of shopping intentions in this distribution channel.  

Additionally, Grebitus et al. (2011) briefly touch on the issue of product service when analysing the 
impact of quality characteristics of organic and conventional pork on consumption behaviour. They 
reveal that service and advice concerning organic pork at the point of sale, as it is the case in spe-
cialty shops, have a positive effect on the purchase of organic pork. 
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3.4.6 Internet 

One study deals with the distribution of organic food through the Internet. Baourakis et al. (2002) 
analyse the status quo and the perspectives for Internet usage for the agricultural food sector in 
mainland Greece and the island of Crete. In regards to consumption behaviour, the authors reveal 
that only 11% of the interviewed respondents would buy online, which indicates a strong preva-
lence of insecurity. Consumers believe that physical contact is needed for agro-food-products. 
However, they consider the Internet to be more promising for organic food than for conventional 
food, due to a higher demand for information about organic products. 

4 Discussion 

Interest in organic food on the part of consumers as well as researchers has grown since the year 
2000, which is reflected not only by a steady market growth (Sahota 2011) but also by intensified 
scientific research. Screening the literature regarding organic food consumption and quantifying the 
publications for each topic and the corresponding sub-topics (see Table 2) gave an overview of the 
status quo of research and enabled the identification of well and poorly researched areas. Due to the 
large number of analysed studies and the great variety of treated issues, results of the literature re-
view are quite numerous and heterogeneous. In the following, we first discuss the research intensity 
relative to market size of the most significant organic markets before we then make reference to the 
main results and the predominant topics that became evident in the course of the performed litera-
ture analysis.  
 
Research intensity relative to market size: Since the year 2000, the number of published articles 
regarding organic food marketing has risen (see Figure 1), which indicates a growing relevance of 
the subject. Considering the relatively low market share of organic food in 2010 in several countries 
(see Table 4), the great research interest in organic food appears disproportional. The provision of 
special research funds for the organic market by some European countries (e.g., Bundesprogramm 
Ökologischer Landbau in Germany (BÖLN 2012)) and Europe-wide funds like CORE organic is 
one explanation for the concentration of research on the organic food sector, which can be observed 
in many countries. Nevertheless, one might expect that a large volume of organic food sales leads to 
a higher research intensity – expressed by the number of publications of that country – resulting in a 
higher ratio of number of papers/total organic food market volume. However, the present study 
shows that the relevance of organic food consumption does not necessarily correlate with the re-
search intensity in most countries. Table 4 displays the size of the organic food market as well as 
the consumption and research intensity for the countries with the nine highest organic market shares 
in 2010. In addition, Greece, the UK, Italy and Spain are included in the table due to their high 
number of identified publications. It is notable that Germany and France have the highest volume of 
the organic food market in 2010 – behind the USA – yet provide only a relatively small number of 
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articles published in English in international journals. With Switzerland, they show the lowest pa-
per-per-sales-ratio of the countries analysed here (Germany 2.8, France 3.1, Switzerland 3.4). In 
contrast, Greece’s market volume of 60 Mio € in 2010 is the lowest of all. Nevertheless, Greece 
provides the third highest number of publications and therefore shows the highest paper-per-Bn€-
sales-ratio, namely 250.0. One reason for this outcome can be seen in the strength of the organic 
export sector in countries like Greece or also Italy. However, it should be considered that the total 
volume of the organic food market reflects the absolute amount of money spent for organic food, 
which also depends on the food prices in specific countries. Moreover, in this study research inten-
sity only refers to English publications and does not consider articles published in country-specific 
languages. 
 
Table 4: Country-specific research and consumption intensity 

 
Market 
share of 
organic food 
in 2010 (%) 

Size of 
popula-
tion in 
2010 (Bn) 

Per-capita 
and year ex-
penditures for 
organic food 
in 2010 (€) 

Total vol-
ume of 
organic 
market in 
2010 (Bn €) 

Number of 
publica-
tions (Janu-
ary 2000 to 
June 2011) 

Number of 
papers/ 
total mar-
ket volume 
(Bn €) 

Denmark 7.2 5.5 142 791 12 15.2 
Austria 6.0 8.4 118 986 4 4.1 
Switzerland 5.7 7.8 153 1,180 4 3.4 
Sweden 4.1 9.4 86 804 10 12.4 
USA 4.0 309.6 65 20,155 86 4.3 
Germany 3.5 81.6 74 6,020 17 2.8 
Netherlands 2.7 16.6 40 657 4 6.1 
Canada 2.5 34.1 57 1,904 14 7.4 
France 2.2 63.0 52 3,385 11 3.1 
Spain <1 47.1 20 920 15 4.4 
Greece 0.3 11.3 5.3 60 15 250.0 
UK n. a. 62.2 32 2,000 30 15.0 
Italy 1.4 60.5 30 1,550 30 19.4 
Sources: Own data; FiBL 2012; Meredith and Willer 2013; PRB 2010; Willer 2012; Willer and Kilcher (2012). 

 

Consumer value and benefits: Of those research areas that are analysed in the present literature 
review, product characteristics received by far the most attention. Some of the more dominant top-
ics in the large number of publications examining product characteristics will be discussed in the 
following. With regard to purchasing motives in the reviewed literature, it comes down to the rela-
tion between public and private goods. Although consumers often claim that they purchase organic 
food out of altruistic motives that have a public utility, such as environmental protection, in prac-
tice, attributes that represent an individual utility (e.g., health, taste and quality) are the stronger 
driving forces for organic food consumption. In fact, health is the primary purchasing motive for 
organic food, followed by taste and environmental protection. However, there is some empirical 
evidence for differences between committed organic consumers and those that only occasionally or 
never consume organic food. Whereas the former value attributes with an individual and altruistic 
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benefit, the latter tend to value predominantly individual benefits. In addition, functional aspects, 
such as expiration date and packaging, are important features for occasional organic consumers or 
non-users, suggesting that they are more convenience-oriented than the committed organic consum-
ers.  

The finding that consumers predominantly associate health benefits with organic products is inter-
esting, since there is hardly any scientific proof for organic products having positive health effects 
(Dangour et al. 2009; Forman and Silverstein 2012; Kouba 2003; Williams 2002). The predominant 
meaning that consumers give to organic food seems to diverge from the aims organic production 
originally had. This positive health image turns out to be strong, since its influence on organic food 
consumption behaviour is stronger than the influence of the environmental aspects.  

However, some studies also report that consumers do not assign high importance to the attribute 
“organically produced” or even repel products that are certified with organic, as it was revealed in 
the case of biscuits for British consumers and in the case of cheese for Spanish consumers. This 
suggests that for certain products and in certain countries, other product properties, such as tradition 
or origin, might function better as quality signs than organic certification does. Also, the image of 
organic products in different markets has to be considered when interpreting such findings (Hem-
merling et al. 2013).  

Another claim that circulates in the consumers’ mind is that organic products have a better taste. 
Considering that a better taste is the second most important purchasing motive, there are relatively 
few studies analysing consumers’ taste perceptions. Moreover, these studies do not come to a clear 
conclusion. Approaches that analyse the influence that organic labels or information about organic 
production have on the perceived taste report mixed results that at first glance seem to depend on 
the tested product. However, as mentioned above, the image of organic products, but also cultural 
aspects, habits and experiences, have to be considered when interpreting such findings. Also, blind 
testing leads to ambiguous results. For some product categories consumers show a preference for 
organic quality over the conventional counterpart, whereas for others no difference in taste prefer-
ences is found. Findings also differ between countries. For example, while Italian consumers show 
a preference for organic beef, Canadians prefer conventional beef. These results suggest that the 
question of whether organic food tastes better cannot be answered in general. Different aspects such 
as cultural background, country-specific food traditions, sensory skills and experiences with the 
tested product are important factors to consider when evaluating taste perceptions. However, this 
conclusion also has its limitation since it is based on studies that are not comparable due to their 
differing databases.  

Although there are relatively few publications addressing packaging of organic food, all together 
they express that this topic is not a negligible matter to the consumer. While most of the studies 
focus on the utility and environmental friendliness of organic food packaging, only one study takes 
a look at packaging design and reveals the importance of differentiating between organic consumers 
and non-consumers, with the latter appreciating mainstream packaging of organic milk. Thus, more 
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research is needed into the effectiveness of packaging design considering the demands of both 
groups. In addition, since sustainable food packaging could be a competitive advantage for organic 
products and might strengthen their ability to compete against conventional products, research 
should also be carried out on the consumers’ interest in this.  

Product labelling is a disproportionately well-analysed topic in organic food marketing. Studies 
dealing with organic labels mostly agree on the fact that the majority of consumers have a low 
knowledge about organic labelling and certification standards. They reveal that many consumers do 
not know what “organic” means and that organic production is monitored. The large variety of la-
bels that can be found in many countries seems to mostly confuse the consumer, since the differ-
ences between various labelling schemes are not clear. It is especially unclear what differentiates 
organic products from natural ones, so that consumers often tend to overestimate naturalness 
claims. As a consequence of low knowledge, but also because of numerous food scandals, trust in 
organic certification is another topic that gained attention in the scientific literature. In general, the 
level of trust on part of the consumer seems to be low. State involvement in certification does not 
guarantee to be a reassuring factor in every country. Moreover, relatively little literature is focused 
on organic standards. However, from these studies we can conclude that standards for organic pro-
duction need to be clarified and simplified for the consumer. Many concepts that are often used to 
describe organic food (e.g., “natural”, “authentic” and “fresh”) are vague to the consumer and leave 
room for misuse by the producer. In addition, the issue of international harmonisation is brought 
forward, which gains importance considering the ongoing globalisation.  

With regard to innovation, the reviewed studies stress the symbolic and value-oriented notion of 
innovation in the context of organic food. Organic products are approached as a social innovation 
rather than a technological one. Thus, they represent copies or imitations of conventional food with 
an added social value. Studies that discuss technologically innovative procedures used for the pro-
duction of organic food were not found, thus pointing to a research gap.  

The reported studies only marginally address the topic of product range design. On the basis of our 
literature review, questions concerning how to design the assortment of goods from the retailer’s 
point of view remain unanswered. For instance, a conventional retailer ought to decide how many 
organic products to offer and whether to substitute parts of the conventional assortment or to sup-
plement it. Therefore, research into the effective design of product ranges is needed. The topic of 
value added service clearly represents a research gap, since we did not find any publication address-
ing this issue. 

Costs: At first glance, costs to the consumer seem to be a well-treated topic in organic marketing 
research. On closer inspection, we found that publications dealing with the WTP for organic food or 
for organic food attributes constitute a disproportionally large share of articles in this section. Re-
search on the issue of how prices are processed in the consumer’s mind or on price differentiation 
are still missing.  
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However, the cited studies referring to price cognition and perception agree that organic food is 
perceived as more expensive than its conventional counterpart, and that the higher price represents a 
barrier to organic food consumption. Some articles dedicate more attention to the differentiated per-
ception of frequent organic consumers and occasional or non-organic consumers. Interestingly, 
even some non-organic consumers express understanding for the price premiums of organic food 
and think that they are justified. Nevertheless, they appear to be sensitive to these higher prices. 
One study finds out that price-sensitivity comes along with pragmatism, whereas the acceptance of 
higher prices might be related to stronger value-orientation. It will be challenging for marketers to 
convince these price-sensitive, non-organic consumers of the mostly value-based benefits of organic 
food.  

The reviewed publications analysing the WTP reveal a high heterogeneity in results, so that a clear 
answer to the question whether consumers would pay premiums for organic food and if so how 
much, cannot be given in general. Values for the WTP for organic food with reference to conven-
tional food range from no WTP up to more than 100%. Particularly for direct price queries, results 
differ substantially. Considering also the other methods, the majority of studies estimate WTP-
values located between 10% and 40%. However, due to studies examining a great variety of food 
categories being conducted in different countries with presumably varying degrees of awareness for 
organic food, in different years and using diverse methods, results are hardly comparable. Studies 
that evaluate the applied procedures by combining two methods with each other in order to find out 
whether they tend to over- or underestimate the WTP are rather rare and also contradictory. Thus, 
based on the available literature it is not clear which method generates the most reliable results. 
However, one study comes to the conclusion that pooling the findings of different methods leads to 
better predictions.  

Nevertheless, using homescan-data, some authors reveal the actual price premiums that consumers 
paid for organic food, which could be a possible procedure to evaluate the reliability of methods 
that use stated preferences or experimental auctions. However, due to the incomparability of studies 
reviewed for the present literature analysis, such an evaluation was not possible.  

When comparing organic food to products with other sustainable attributes, findings are mixed. 
Only one out of eight studies reveals a higher WTP for organic food compared to locally grown 
products. Moreover, for the attributes naturalness, fair trade and animal welfare findings are not 
congruent. This suggests that the meaning of organic and its standards is not clear to all consumers. 
This may lead to problems for organic food producers who have higher production costs in order to 
fulfill the various standards of organic food (e.g., feed in organic quality, no usage of antibiotics, 
hormones, pesticides) than producers of merely local or animal welfare products, but who are not 
able to cover these costs due to low WTP. Thus, a stronger communication of the additional value 
of organic food is needed.  

Communication and information needs: Even though communication is traditionally seen as the 
most important marketing tool, only 32 out of 279 publications were found dealing with this topic. 
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The articles assigned to communication and information in general stress the importance of com-
munication of organic food products and partly reveal that around the year 2000 their promotion 
was limited. Communicating the benefits of organic food is necessary in order to differentiate from 
conventional products. This is especially true for food categories that are traditionally less intensely 
promoted, such as fish, so that the benefits of organic might be even more obscure to consumers. 
However, one study importantly points out that promoting the key benefits of organic food is not 
enough. Producers and retailers should rather go beyond that by trying to create knowledge about 
organic production methods.  

The reported results with regard to communication and information instruments are highly diverse. 
Thus, there is no clear tendency of what communication channel is the most used and what is the 
most effective. Conclusions for the industry can hardly be drawn on the basis of these relatively few 
and heterogeneous findings. However, it becomes evident that the perception of credibility of dif-
ferent media varies substantially between countries. Whereas in some parts of the world, for exam-
ple, TV and radio are the most frequently used information sources, in others these media are seen 
as lacking credibility. Moreover, findings suggest that the media has the main function when it 
comes to the promotion of organic food, whereas other information sources such as scientific publi-
cations or word of mouth seem to be less important. It is striking that the potential of the Internet as 
communication channel remains completely unaddressed.  

Two main questions are addressed by the articles dealing with communication and information 
messages: On the one hand, some studies approach the topic of communication design and framing, 
whereas other studies are dedicated to the issue of how to distinguish organic products by means of 
communication in order to lower the risk of confusion, as it is the case for natural products. With 
regard to the former, the reported findings are in accordance with positive framing being more ef-
fective to communicate organic food than negative framing. There is evidence that positive framing 
does not only increase the purchase likelihood but also sensory product liking. As to the second 
main research question, results point out the high risk of confusing organic food with natural prod-
ucts. In this regard, more research is needed in order to understand how far consumers’ definition 
and understanding of organic diverge from those of regulators and producers. Research is also 
needed in order to find ways to make them match.  

Convenience and distribution: Next to higher prices in relation to conventional products, the low 
availability of organic food is one of the major obstacles to the consumption of organic food in 
most of the analysed countries. However, the reported findings allow for the conclusion that this 
problem depends on the development of the organic market in a specific country. Especially in new 
markets, the lack of accessibility represents a barrier, whereas in mature markets consumers tend to 
be satisfied with the supply of organic food. Thus, increasing the availability of organic food, which 
stands in direct relation to conventionalising the organic food sector, may lower the barriers for its 
consumption, particularly for those consumers who are less committed. Nonetheless, it may have 
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the negative effect of nurturing scepticism among consumers regarding the reliability of organic 
labels and the quality of the products. 

Examining the question of the store choice, i.e., “which purchase venues are mainly used for or-
ganic food shopping?”, we can conclude that the findings are diverse and not comparable due to 
different databases considering various countries with different organic food market structures and 
with different types of consumers and consumption habits. Whereas in some countries the con-
ventionalisation of the organic food sector appears to be advanced, in others the classic distribution 
structure of organic food tends to be conserved to some extent. Some studies point at the downside 
of the ongoing mainstreaming of organic food by stressing the signalling function of certain retail 
outlets with regard to trust, quality and sustainability.   

With regard to single distribution channels, the scientific literature does not mirror the current situa-
tion: We found only one study analysing consumption behaviour in a conventional retail, which is 
rather surprising considering the growing offer of organic food in conventional retail outlets. Also 
specialised food retail had hardly been dealt with. The low attention that the Internet as a distribu-
tion channel has received so far in the scientific literature corresponds to its significance in the food 
sector. Due to insecurity on part of the consumer, but also because of perishability of goods and 
delivery costs, buying food via the Internet is still rather unattractive. In spite of – or maybe because 
of – the ongoing conventionalisation, which is mainly reflected in distribution and less in other 
marketing-mix instruments, the only distribution channel that has been researched more frequently 
compared to the others is direct sales from the farmer to the consumer. Next to the rather traditional 
farmers’ market, particularly the usage of alternative sales channels such as box schemes, commu-
nity-supported agriculture and collective/solidarity purchasing groups is strongly related to ideo-
logical beliefs and offer the possibility to counter the ongoing conventionalisation and globalisation.  

Nevertheless, research is especially needed for the supply of organic food in large retail formats like 
discounters or hypermarkets. Additionally, the perceived unique selling proposition of organic food 
shops is still unclear. 

Choice of method: The scope of the presented literature analysis is to provide a comprehensive 
overview of the status quo of the research with regard to organic food consumption behaviour and 
marketing. We chose a qualitative approach, namely a narrative-like literature review, combined 
with the quantification of research areas. The conclusions that can be drawn from such an approach 
are limited and sometimes not free from subjective evaluations, since most findings are not compa-
rable. However, due to the large amount of studies and the extensive and consequently heterogene-
ous research field, the conduction of a meta-analysis in the classical sense was not feasible.  

Finally, it can be concluded that organic food consumption behaviour has received a lot of scientific 
attention in general. Although the present article reports findings only in an exemplified way, it 
reflects the high heterogeneity of this research area.  
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Nevertheless, this literature review reveals a need for further research for many facets of organic 
food consumption and marketing. With regard to the four marketing-mix instruments, product-
related topics and costs, particularly the WTP, are all well researched areas. On the contrary, for the 
communication and the distribution of organic food relatively few studies were found. Also, the 
findings in the two well-researched areas are heterogeneous to a certain extent and sometimes even 
contradictory. Since contradictory results are difficult to assess for practitioners, more emphasis 
should be placed on these in general. The prevalent reason for these contradictions is the lack of 
comparability of the reviewed publications, which are based on different studies using different 
databases and different methods. Due to this, the role that cultural differences presumably play can-
not be evaluated in the framework of this literature review. Further research should be dedicated to 
this aspect.  

Like many other research articles, the present one also has some limitations. Although the authors 
attempted to proceed as systematically and objectively as possible, a clear classification of some 
articles was not always feasible due to the fact that the topic of organic food consumption and mar-
keting is often also marginally addressed by bordering issues. Therefore, the decision about whether 
an article should be included or not was in some cases ambiguous. We therefore do not claim this 
review to consider the complete body of available literature. Also, the classification of single arti-
cles in the identified categories was not always distinct. Moreover, especially with regard to the 
above discussed issue of country-specific relevance of organic food sales, conclusions should be 
considered carefully, since we did not account for the literature published in a country’s own lan-
guage. Also, we did not critically take into consideration possible methodological weaknesses of the 
reviewed studies. 
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Abstract 

In a highly competitive food market, innovative marketing strategies are necessary to differentiate a 
product from its competitors. Among consumers, taste is one of the most important motivations for 
purchasing food. Studies regarding sensory preferences for specific product categories prove that 
consumers differ in their liking of sensory attributes. However, little is known about general con-
sumers’ taste preferences that are not related to a certain product. Therefore, this study analyses if 
patterns of general taste preferences exist, and how they can be characterised. To this end, 1796 
organic consumers from six different European countries, interviewed as part of an EU-funded re-
search project between October 2010 and February 2011, were segmented based on their stated 
preferences for the five basic tastes: sweet, salty, sour, bitter, and umami. Seven consumer segments 
were identified. They differed in their size as well as in their distributions of age and organic con-
sumption frequency. All seven taste patterns can be found in each of the six study countries. As a 
first approach towards stronger marketing-oriented sensory research, this study shows that a con-
sumer segmentation based on general taste preferences as a fundament for sensory marketing is 
meaningful and promising. 

1 Introduction 

Intensive competition among food producers makes innovative differentiation strategies increas-
ingly important. Sensory properties of food products are relevant for the consumer’s buying deci-
sion, especially in premium segments such as the organic food market (Chryssohoidis and Krystal-
lis, 2005; Magnusson et al., 2001; McEachern and McClean, 2002; Schifferstein and Oude Ophuis, 
1997; Stobbelaar et al., 2007). Organic consumers on average affirm the usefulness of the labelling 
of sensory attributes, as Figure 1 illustrates (see the Method section for information about study 
design). Hence, the marketing of sensory characteristics helps consumers in guiding their purchase 
decision. Moreover, it represents a promising way to differentiate a product from competing ones 
and to perform target-specific communication.  

In order to target consumers with sensory marketing strategies, an extensive knowledge about their 
preferences is necessary. In the past, the segmentation of consumers was found to be a good method 
to gain knowledge by dividing consumers into homogenous groups, comprised of individuals that 
show similar characteristics, habits or preferences (Funk and Hudon, 1988; Larson, 2004; Lawrence 
et al., 2003; Moskowitz and Bernstein, 2000). Besides psychographic and behavioural aspects, sen-
sory and taste preferences have been used for segmenting consumers as well (Mehinagic et al., 
2012; Moskowitz and Bernstein, 2000; Moskowitz and Rabino, 1994; Séménou et al., 2007; Sinesio 
et al., 2010; Tomlins et al., 2005).  

  

Dieses Werk ist copyrightgeschützt und darf in keiner Form vervielfältigt werden noch an Dritte weitergegeben werden. 
Es gilt nur für den persönlichen Gebrauch.



Chapter II: Sensory preferences 75 
 
Figure 1: Attitude towards sensory labelling: mean values (standard deviation) of n=1796  

Source: Own data. 

 

However, sensory research studies show the problems of applying a product-specific approach. 
Analyzing taste preferences for a single product or product category impedes the generalisation of 
results and requires analyses for every product of interest. Information about preferences that do not 
depend on a certain product reveals a consumer’s general disposition towards taste and can reduce 
the effort of analyzing consumers’ preferences for every single product. Therefore, in this paper, 
product-unspecific preferences are operationalised by the five basic tastes – sweet, salty, sour, bit-
ter, and umami – and are used to reveal general taste preference patterns. This way, food producers 
can target market segments more efficiently. For example, consumers who express a general aver-
sion towards bitterness are unlikely to buy a chocolate bar that is labelled with a bitter tasting high 
percentage of cacao. 

Especially for players in the international market, gaining insights about the target group’s prefer-
ences is indispensible, since many factors such as dietary experiences or the familiarity with certain 
foods and tastes (Prescott, 1998; Rozin and Hormes, 2010) may depend on the cultural background 
and influence food habits, perception and preferences (Birch et al., 1996; Lwin and Wijaya, 2010; 
Rozin, 1996). Thus, analysing taste preferences cross-nationally may provide valuable data about 
the target segment, which can assist food producers, product developers and marketers when inter-
nationalising their product portfolio. A dataset comprising preference information of consumers 
from Italy, France, Poland, the Netherlands, Switzerland and Germany was complied for this study. 
It originates from a quantitative consumer survey with a total of 1796 participants, carried out 
within the framework of an EU-funded research project between October 2010 and February 2011. 
The treated countries are of interest, since they show differences in their culinary culture: Italy and 
France are worldwide known for their cuisine rich in tradition that constitutes a considerable part of 
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their cultural property as the number of products with protected designation of origin (PDO) and 
protected geographical indication (PGI) listed in Table 1 suggests (Parrott et al., 2002; Pieniak et 
al., 2009; Renting et al., 2003). To the contrary, Germany, Poland, Switzerland and the Netherlands 
have relatively few registered products. The number and the diversity of listed products for each 
nation reveal differences in food cultures that justify the analysis of taste perception and preferences 
in these countries.  

 

Table 1: Products with PDO and PGI in study countries in 2013 
 Italy France Netherland Switzerland Poland Germany 
Registered 256 203 10 29 35 95 
Published 20 22 0 n. a. 0 7 
Applied 26 29 1 n. a. 2 17 
Total 302 254 11 29 37 119 
Sources: European Commission (2013), Schweizerische Vereinigung der AOP – IGP (2013) 

 

Therefore, the aim of this explorative study is to present a cross-national consumer segmentation 
based on stated preferences for the five basic tastes – sweet, salty, sour, bitter, and umami – in order 
to reveal the existence of general sensory consumer types. This study is to be viewed as a first 
methodological approach of identifying general preference patterns instead of product-specific 
ones. Due to the origin of the data, the study focuses on taste preferences of organic consumers and 
serves as an example of differentiated food marketing.  

2 Taste preferences 

A variety of factors that have enjoyed much attention in consumer behaviour research influence 
food consumption behaviour. Besides the socio-economic environment of the consumer and their 
beliefs, values and attitudes, taste in particular plays an important role for food choice and con-
sumption behaviour (Rozin, 1996; Shepherd and Raats, 1996), which several empirical studies con-
firm (Anna, 2001; De Ferran and Grunert, 2007; Lusk and Briggeman, 2009; Magnusson et al., 
2001; Max Rubner-Institut, 2008; Torjusen et al., 2001; Wandel and Bugge, 1997). Also with re-
gard to the consumption of organic food, taste is repeatedly identified to be among the most impor-
tant buying motives (Chryssohoidis and Krystallis, 2005; Magnusson et al., 2001; McEachern and 
McClean, 2002; Schifferstein and Oude Ophuis, 1997; Stobbelaar et al., 2007). 

However, it is widely known, that there is no accounting for taste. Rozin (1988) argues that the ori-
gin for differences in food preferences among humans is threefold, depending on genetics, on indi-
vidual experience and on culture. Whereby, the latter, culture, has the most predicting power (Ro-
zin, 1996). The social and cultural environment can be understood as setting up the contexts for 
food consumption and hence for certain sensory experiences (Mela, 2001). Society and culture de-
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termine which foods are consumed and in what frequency, therefore strongly shape food liking. 
This leads to differences not only between cultures but also between individuals of the same culture 
(Mela, 2001; Wright et al., 2001). Within a given cultural and social frame, genetics and individual 
aspects further determine food liking. Among other factors, it depends on the sensory perception, 
mainly on the taste (gustation and olfaction) but also on the appearance (vision) and texture (audi-
tion and haptics) (Cardello, 1996; Eertmans et al., 2001). Within the sense of gustation, humans can 
distinguish between the five basic qualities sweet, salty, sour, bitter and umami (Cardello, 1996; 
Krishna, 2012). Whereas the first four taste qualities are generally known, umami was discovered 
by the Japanese researcher Ikeda in 1908 and was belatedly accepted as a basic taste (Kurihara, 
2009; Sano, 2009; Yamaguchi and Ninomiya, 2000). The term can be approximately translated into 
deliciousness, savoury, meaty and broth-like. It mainly characterises glutamate-rich foods, e.g., 
meat, poultry, seafood, cheese, vegetables and mushrooms (ibid.). Due to its origin and name, um-
ami is commonly associated with Asian food, even though it has always been part of Western cui-
sine as well (ibid.). Humans have genetic preferences for some of these taste qualities, others they 
naturally reject so that processes of learning and experiences are required in order to adapt (Birch, 
1999; Eertmans et al., 2001). The characteristics of preferences for the basic taste qualities alter 
during the course of a lifetime and vary among individuals, due to dietary experiences and exposure 
(Eertmans et al., 2001; Mela, 2001).  

There are a number of different approaches to the measurement of taste preferences. First, we 
should distinguish between sensory analysis and marketing research. These have traditionally been 
two separate research disciplines, or even scientific communities, with different scopes and research 
cultures, although they share a common goal, i.e., to sell a product that is successful and profitable 
in the market (Wilton and Greenhoff, 1988). The former concentrates on product development and 
product-specific quality evaluation by applying objective evaluation methods and sensory tests con-
ducted by experts in a controllable experimental environment. The latter deals with the overall per-
ception and acceptance of food products by the consumer and attempts to capture a possibly realis-
tic consumption setting, hence using a subjective approach of sensory preference testing (ibid.; 
Lawrence et al., 2003). Though there are overlaps between both disciplines, these are rather weak. 
For marketing, which usually does not operate product-specifically, sensory preferences have not 
played an important role so far. 

When analysing consumer preferences, a further distinction can be made between actual taste pref-
erences and stated taste preferences. While analysing actual taste preferences requires the tasting of 
a real product, stated taste preferences can be evaluated on basis of experience without the exposure 
of a real stimulus (Saba et al., 1998). Findings with regard to the performance of both approaches 
are diverse. Tuorila-Ollikainen et al. (1986) and Shepherd et al. (1991/2) reveal improved prediction 
of consumption behaviour when evaluating the actual liking of low-salt bread and milk instead of 
stated preferences. To the contrary, Tuorila (1987) finds that stated preferences predict the con-
sumption of milk with different fat contents better than actual sensory liking. There is also evidence 
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showing that stated preferences do not always correspond with actual preferences. Mehinagic et al. 
(2012), for example, segment consumers based on their sensory preferences for 31 apple varieties. 
One out of four emerging clusters representing 26% of the total sample stand out for its discrepancy 
between the actual liking of sensory properties and stated sensory preferences. Although they de-
clare that odour and crispness are not important to them, preceding sensory tests reveal the opposite 
(ibid.). This suggests that humans’ ability to distinguish and verbalise taste perceptions is poor, as 
found by Wilton and Greenhoff (1988). When they test the perception of four of the basic tastes 
(umami was not included) for 3,000 British consumers, they find that only 18% of consumers are 
able to correctly describe all four (ibid.). Poorer results are expected for more complex sensory 
properties, such as combined taste qualities or texture (ibid.).  

However, several studies reveal that sensory perceptions can be influenced by extrinsic cues such as 
product information, brands or the product’s image (Hemmerling et al., 2013; Kähkönen et al., 
1995; Paasovaara et al., 2012; Shankar et al., 2009; Veale and Quester, 2009; Wansink and Park, 
2002; Wansink et al., 2005). Taking this into account, Veale and Quester (2009) conclude that mar-
keters cannot assume that intrinsic product attributes, such as taste, will be weighted and interpreted 
accurately when evaluated by consumers. Information on sensory as well as non-sensory properties 
forms expectations that influence consumers not only when making a purchase decision but even 
when tasting the product (Cardello et al., 1985; Deliza and MacFie, 1996; Grunert, 2005; Grunert et 
al., 2000; Lawrence et al., 2003; Wansink et al., 2005). For example, in a well-known experiment, 
Hall (1958) analyses the effect of the colour of different sherbets on consumers’ perception of their 
flavours. He reveals that consumers cannot correctly identify different flavours, e.g., lemon, orange 
and grape, when the sherbets are mismatched in colour or left white. Only when the sherbets are 
coloured according to the participants expectations, they identify the flavours with more accuracy 
(ibid.) Although taste is considered to be an experience dimension that cannot be ascertained prior 
consumption (Grunert, 2005; Grunert et al., 2000), influences on the already poor taste perception 
cannot be excluded either when experiencing the product after purchase (Deliza and MacFie, 1996). 
Accordingly, consumers’ taste perception is rarely unaffected. Buying decisions are hardly ever 
based solely on actual sensory preferences, but additionally on what consumers believe to like. The 
evaluation of both actual and stated preferences is therefore relevant.  

Nevertheless, to the best of our knowledge, studies analysing stated preferences for the five basic 
taste qualities do not exist. Therefore, the present article addresses this issue and attempts to group 
consumers on the basis of their general taste preferences, with the objective to build a consumer 
typology that provides information about preference patterns, which in turn can support the devel-
opment of target-specific products and communication strategies.  
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3 Sensory consumer segmentation 

In order to create target-group specific sensory marketing strategies, it is essential to gather knowl-
edge regarding consumer taste preferences. Consumer segmentation is a widely used method for 
this, which acquires information by building groups of consumers that are similar in their prefer-
ences (Funk and Hudon, 1988; Larson, 2004; Lawrence et al., 2003; Moskowitz and Bernstein, 
2000). There are a variety of consumer segmentation approaches, supporting the idea that classify-
ing consumers according to their sensory food preferences is meaningful and reveals significant 
differences between groups of consumers (Mehinagic et al., 2012; Moskowitz and Bernstein, 2000; 
Moskowitz and Rabino, 1994; Séménou et al., 2007; Sinesio et al., 2010; Tomlins et al., 2005). 
These studies all have in common that they analyse food preferences in a product-specific manner. 
They include analyses on sensory preferences for unprocessed food, such as apples (Mehinagic et 
al., 2012) and tomatoes (Sinesio et al., 2010), as well as on sensory evaluations of processed food, 
i.e., cooked rice (Tomlins et al., 2005), smoked salmon (Séménou et al., 2007), fruit flavoured sodas 
(Moskowitz and Rabino, 1994), juice, coffee and soup (Moskowitz and Bernstein, 2000).  

Mehinagic et al. (2012), Sinesio et al. (2010), Tomlins et al. (2005) and Séménou et al. (2007) apply 
external preference mapping by identifying consumer groups based on overall liking scores for dif-
ferent varieties of a specific product and subsequently relate them to sensory product characteristics 
that were analysed beforehand by trained sensory panels (Greenhoff and MacFie, 1994). This way, 
in order to identify sensory key-drivers for liking of apples among French consumers, Mehinagic et 
al. (2012) find four segments with differing preferences for 31 apple varieties. While some con-
sumer groups are primarily sensitive to the texture and/or fruitiness of tasted apple varieties, other 
segments especially appreciate the taste and aroma. Sinesio et al. (2010) reveal four segments of 
Italian consumers based on preferences for a variety of tomato varieties with different sensory pro-
files. The authors indentify texture and flavour as the most discriminating attributes and conclude 
that a diversification of the tomato market is necessary to satisfy preferences of Italian consumers 
(ibid.). When analysing the liking for cooked rice among consumers from different regions in 
Ghana, Tomlins et al. (2005) find four segments with different preferences for six rice varieties, 
characterised by the sensory attributes appearance, odour, texture and taste. Séménou et al. (2007) 
categorise consumers from five European countries into six segments based on overall liking of 
smoked salmon. They report that all five countries are represented in each cluster, although to vary-
ing proportions. Thus, they conclude that European consumers, in general, vary in their preferences 
for smoked salmon and base their product choices regarding salmon primarily on different intensi-
ties of smoking and salting and the product’s appearance. The authors suggest using more product 
information about sensory properties that can help consumers with their product choice (ibid.). 
Moskowitz and Rabino (1994) and Moskowitz and Bernstein (2000) identify other cross-cultural 
sensory segments. When categorising consumers based on their preferences for sensory properties 
of fruit flavoured soda, fruit juice, coffee and soup, they find three (in the case of fruit juice two) 
segments that are present in each study country in various proportions (ibid.). Moskowitz and 
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Rabino (1994) conclude that consumer segmentation based on sensory preferences is more accurate 
than segmentation approaches based on behavioural, psychological, socio-demographical or geo-
graphical aspects such as by country. Moskowitz and Bernstein (2000) add that their segmentation 
algorithm produces the most polarising results when used with products that differ from each other 
primarily on the basis of taste, rather than on appearance or texture.  

In general, the reported studies show that preferences for sensory properties differentiate consumers 
and that taste plays an important role. Different countries reveal the same sensory preference types, 
but to varying proportions. This indicates that consumer preferences are not homogenous in either a 
single market or across cultures, and that product differentiation is necessary in order to satisfy con-
sumer needs. Results also suggest that information about sensory properties is useful to support the 
consumer’s buying decision. Comparing the studies with each other, it can be concluded that identi-
fied segments highly depend on the analysed product category, which impedes the generalisation of 
results. Each approach produces a different number of segments, which can be characterised by 
different sensory preferences. In a food market with thousands of product categories, the utility of 
such approaches is limited to only few products, though.  

However, we have not found consumer segmentations based on product-unrelated taste preferences 
in the literature. The present paper aims at filling this research gap by proposing a consumer seg-
mentation based on stated preferences for the five basic taste qualities. This approach does not con-
sider actual sensory preferences, but stated general taste preferences. Stated taste preferences may 
support a buying decision, when previous experiences with a certain product do not exist or sensory 
testing of a product is not possible. In these situations, consumers rely on food labelling that in-
forms about products’ sensory properties as well as their beliefs about what they like and what they 
dislike. For producers, describing taste characteristics on product packages is a common way of 
food marketing. 

4 Method 

4.1 Data 

Data was collected in the framework of an EU funded research project dealing with taste of organic 
food via computer-assisted interviews between October 2010 and February 2011. By means of a 
standardised questionnaire, participants were asked to state their preferences for the five basic tastes 
sweet, salty, sour, bitter and umami on a verbally anchored seven-category-liking scale. For exam-
ple, test subjects rated their degree of liking of sweetness on the scale displayed in Figure 2.  
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Figure 2: Rating scale for liking of sweetness 
Regarding sweetness, I like it… 

Very sweet      Not sweet at 
all 

� � � � � � � 

 

Bitter was exemplified by the taste of grapefruit and sour by the taste of lemon. Since umami is a 
relatively recently discovered taste quality with a foreign name, it was assumed that western con-
sumers would not be familiar with the concept. Therefore in the questionnaire, umami was de-
scribed by the term “intensive aromas” and exemplified by mature cheese. Beyond that, questions 
concerning socio-demographic aspects and organic food consumption frequency were asked.  

Respondents received the questionnaire in their mother language and with country-specific adap-
tions. Translation from English into the corresponding languages and back again into English en-
sured a high standardisation of the questionnaire throughout the study countries. 

4.2 Sampling method and sample 

This study is based on data that was primarily collected for a project dealing with a different re-
search question. An organic quota sample of about 300 consumers in each country was conducted. 
Recruitment was mostly carried out via household panels, and additionally, in two cases, via e-mail, 
an announcement on a homepage or via announcements in organic food stores. Due to the nature of 
the project, which aimed at analysing sensory characteristics of organic food products, participants 
were required to be organic consumers and to be at least partly responsible for household food pur-
chases. Although the existence of sensory segments does not depend on the consumption of organic 
food, the organic market offers growing potential for differentiated food marketing strategies and 
therefore serves as a suitable example. In order to ensure comparable subsamples, the recruitment of 
test subjects was carried out according to the following quota for the characteristics gender (66.7% 
women, 33.3% men), age (50% 18-45 years, 50% >45 years) and organic consumption frequency1 
(60% light users, 40% heavy users). These requirements were, apart from some small deviations, 
achieved in all study countries. The main socio-demographic characteristics of the total sample as 
well as the country-specific partial samples are displayed in Table 2.  

  

                                              
1An index based on the consumption frequency of organic products from eight different categories (i.e. fruit, 
vegetables, meat/sausage, eggs, milk/milk products, bread/bakery products, beverages, oil) was used to de-
termine the organic consumption frequency according to the calculations in the National Nutritional Survey 
II (Max Rubner-Institut, 2008). 
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Table 2: Socio-demographics 
 Pooled 

sample 
Italy Germany Switzerl. Poland Netherl. France 

Sample size 1796 299 294 296 319 290 298 
Gender (%)       
Female 66.8 65.4 71.1 67.2 65.5 67.5 64.1 
Male 33.2 34.6 28.9 32.8 34.5 32.5 35.9 
Age       
18-45 years (%) 49.5 49.8 50.3 53.0 50.2 48.1 45.6 
>45 years (%) 50.5 50.2 49.7 47.0 49.8 51.9 54.4 
Average (years) 45.4 43.3 45.4 44.6 44.3 47.4 47.4 
Organic consumption frequency (%) 
Light user 53.6 58.9 44.2 43.4 56.1 55.4 63.1 
Heavy user 46.4 41.4 55.8 56.6 43.9 44.6 36.9 
Education (%)       
Without formal qualifi-
cation 

0.4 0.3 0.0 0.3 1.3 0.0 6.7 

Secondary education 
(about 10 years of 
schooling) 

18.9 1.0 46.9 42.2 4.4 0.3 29.3 

Further education (12 or 
13 years of schooling) 

27.7 12.5 28.6 22.0 53.3 20.1 25.3 

College or university 
degree (BSc, BA, MSc, 
MA, PhD) 

43.4 56.6 23.8 29.7 40.0 67.4 33.3 

Others 9.7 29.7 0.7 5.7 1.0 12.2 5.3 
Household situation (%) 
Single 17.1 14.6 23.5 17.9 18.2 11.1 22.0 
With partner 37.0 28.9 40.1 47.0 34.8 34.7 43.3 
Single parent 3.7 1.0 3.7 3.4 6.0 4.5 6.3 
Couple with children 26.8 21.9 25.2 20.6 23.8 43.4 25.0 
Apartment-share 4.9 8.3 3.7 7.8 4.4 0.3 0.7 
Household with people 
of more than two gen-
erations 

5.5 15.0 2.7 1.7 7.2 0.3 1.3 

Student accommodation 2.9 8.3 0.0 0.7 2.5 2.8 0.0 
Others 2.0 1.0 1.0 3.1 2.8 2.0 1.3 

 

4.3 Analysis 

The analysis of the data was carried out using quantitative analytical methods with the statistics 
software IBM SPSS 20. A cluster analysis based on the stated liking of the five basic tastes as ac-
tive variables was conducted in multiple steps. In spite of the higher goodness of the k-means pro-
cedure, we used hierarchical cluster analyses enabling the visualisation of the step-wise clustering 
process.  
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Beforehand, a correlation analysis proved that there were not high correlations between the cluster-
ing variables. In the next step, the single-linkage method was used for the identification of outliers. 
Accordingly, two cases were deleted from the database. The Ward-method was then used to deter-
mine the optimal number of clusters. Although the scree plot pointed at a two-cluster solution, 
based on the dendrogram and due to interpretative considerations a seven-cluster solution was cho-
sen as the optimal number. Different cluster solutions (2-cluster to 7-cluster) and cluster means 
were calculated. Validation of the cluster solution showed that the obtained clusters were homoge-
neous, since the F-Values were smaller than 1 for all clustering variables in each cluster (in only 
one case there was an F-value of 1.03). Moreover, the averaged Eta-value of 0.65 indicated not only 
low within-cluster variance, but also that active variables differ substantially. An Eta2-value of 0.44 
implied that on average 44% of the variance among the cluster building variables can be attributed 
to differences between clusters. The stability of the cluster solution was confirmed by a discrimi-
nant analysis, which showed that 76.6% of the cases are classified congruently by the Ward-method 
and the discriminant analysis (Wilks Lambda=0.067).  

For cluster description, analyses of variances were conducted. They showed that the means of the 
cluster building variables differ significantly between clusters. Due to disparate variances within the 
groups and to differing cluster sizes, the Games-Howell method was used for post-hoc tests, in or-
der to find out which clusters differ (Field, 2009). The pairwise comparisons of group means of the 
cluster building variables showed significant differences in most cases. Finally, for each cluster split 
multinomial logistic regressions were conducted, in order to identify those variables that contribute 
the most to the separation of clusters and consequently have a greater explanatory power. For this 
purpose the Wald-test value, its significance, the effect size and the regression coefficient were con-
sulted for evaluation (see Appendix for results). For further descriptions of the clusters, contingency 
analyses were performed, which confirmed significant differences between clusters regarding age, 
nationality and organic food consumption frequency.  

5 Results 

The segmentation tree displayed in Figure 3 illustrates the segmentation process of taste types in the 
six study countries. The starting point is the total sample, which is successively partitioned in 
smaller segments. Underneath the junctions – i.e., where one cluster splits into two – is indicated in 
bold letters which cluster building variables are dominant in separating cluster members. Moreover, 
the ratios next to each taste characteristic specify the probability of belonging to one cluster. This is, 
in the following example, described by means of the first segmentation step: The total sample is 
divided into cluster A and B, predominantly on the basis of its like or dislike of sourness, bitterness 
and intense aromas. An odd ratio of 0.29:1 for umami means that with an increase in the x-value by 
1 unit, the chance to belong to cluster A declines by 0.29-times, i.e., the higher the preference for 
umami the lower the probability to be assigned to cluster A. The opposite occurs for the preference 
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for sweetness: with an increase of the x-value by 1 unit the chance to belong to cluster C increases 
by 1.20-times. Information about the successive clustering steps can be taken from Figure 3 and 
Table 4. Subsequently, only the total sample as well as the final seven-cluster-solution, labelled 
using roman numbers, is described in more detail with regard to segmenting variables and socio-
demographics.  

Total sample: The total sample is characterised by weak preferences for sweetness (mean=0.30, 
standard deviation=1.43) and for umami (0.47, 1.75). The average consumer neither likes nor dis-
likes salty food (-0.09, 1.42). He slightly dislikes sourness (-0.35, 1.48) and clearly rejects bitterness 
(-0.93, 1.61). The distribution of men and women corresponds to the quota set for the recruiting of 
test subjects, i.e., 66.8% of participants are female and 33.2% are male. The mean age is 45.3 years. 
The share of consumers with a low organic consumption frequency is 53.6%, consequently the pro-
portion of heavy users is 46.6%. 

Cluster I: This consumer group represents nearly 17% of the total sample. The main characteristic 
of this cluster is a strong aversion to sour (-1.55, 0.92) and bitter food (-1.98, 0.88). On average, 
they state that they like sweetness (1.00, 1.21), saltiness (0.60, 0.94) and intensive aromas (0.94, 
1.16). The distribution of women and men corresponds to the distributions of the total sample. The 
share of light users is 5% higher than in the total sample (58.5%). On average, a member of cluster I 
is 47 years old, which is close to the mean age of the total sample. Almost one third of this con-
sumer group is Italian (27%). The other five countries are represented in nearly equal proportions. 
A spider net in Figure 4 shows the taste pattern of this and the other clusters. 

Cluster II: The only taste characteristic favoured by this cluster is umami (1.36, 1.22). Bitterness (-
2.16. 0.80), saltiness (-1.16, 1.12) and sourness (-1.00, 1.37) are clearly disliked. Sweet food is only 
slightly rejected (-0.36, 1.45). About 14% of the total sample show this taste pattern. With a mean 
age of 42 years, cluster II is, on average, one of the youngest. The share of men and women corre-
sponds to the quota for the survey. 57.1% of cluster members can be identified as light users, and 
42.9% as frequent organic food consumers. The biggest share of this cluster, namely 22.1%, can be 
found in Poland, closely followed by the Netherlands with 19%. Swiss people only represent 9.7% 
of cluster II, the other half belongs in nearly equal parts to the remaining three countries.  

Cluster III: Consumers belonging to this cluster build the smallest group with a share of about 7% 
and stand out for their strong dislike towards all taste qualities. Moreover, it has the smallest pro-
portion of men (19.4%) and consequently the biggest share of women (80.6%) among all clusters. 
Also, the mean age is the highest, 49.5 years. The distribution of organic food consumption fre-
quency is similar to that of the total sample. About one third of this consumer group is Polish 
(30.6%). Together with the Dutch (21.8%), they represent one half of the cluster. In contrast, the 
small proportion of French and Swiss people, namely 8.1% each, is striking. Germans account for 
16.1% of cluster III , 15.3% is Italian.  
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Figure 4: Taste profiles of the clusters 

 
Notes: Semantic scales ranging from –3 (e.g., “I don’t like it salty at all”) to +3 (e.g., “I like it very salty”).  

 

Cluster IV: This segment shows the tendency towards preferences for food with weakly pro-
nounced tastes, since it is characterised by positive values close to zero for almost all taste prefer-
ences. Also, the rather strong dislike of umami (-1.05, 0.99) goes in line with that tendency. It is one 
of the few segments that express slight preferences for sourness and bitterness. Members of cluster 
IV represent 10% of the total sample. Women are slightly overrepresented in this consumer group 
(72.2%). Light and heavy organic food consumers are distributed similarly as in the total sample. 
With a mean age of 47.2 years, members of cluster IV are, on average, two years older than the total 
sample. Consumers from Poland (22.7%) also represent the largest part of this cluster. Nearly equal 
shares of consumers with this taste pattern can be found in Switzerland, France, Germany and Italy. 
The Netherlands have the smallest percentage of all countries (11.9%).  

Cluster V: About 14% of the total sample shows a preference for only one taste quality, namely 
sweetness (1.09, 1.12). This cluster neither particularly likes nor dislikes salty food (0.03, 1.28). 
Moreover, they are averse to sourness (-0.70, 1.56) and they strongly dislike bitterness (-2.12, 0.90) 
and intensive aromas (-1.99, 0.97). Women are slightly overrepresented (70.5%). The share of con-
sumers with a lower organic food consumption frequency is the highest among all clusters (61.1%). 
With an average age of 43.4 years old, cluster V is classified as relatively young. Consumers as-

-3

-2

-1

0

1

2

3
sweet

salty

sourbitter

umami

Cluster I

Cluster II

Cluster III

Cluster IV

Cluster V

Cluster VI

Cluster VII

Dieses Werk ist copyrightgeschützt und darf in keiner Form vervielfältigt werden noch an Dritte weitergegeben werden. 
Es gilt nur für den persönlichen Gebrauch.



Chapter II: Sensory preferences 87 
 
signed to cluster V are primarily found in Germany (21.7%), France (21.3%) and Poland (18.4%). 
In Switzerland (11.5%), Italy (14.8%) and Holland (13.9%), this taste type is less frequent.  

Cluster VI: 18.4% of the total sample is characterised by a relatively open-minded preference pat-
tern with fairly strong likings for almost all taste qualities. They state preferences for intensive aro-
mas (1.67, 0.97), saltiness (1.13, 1.04), sweetness (0.92, 1.16) and sourness (0.66, 0.99). Addition-
ally, the aversion to bitterness (-0.41, 1.47) is relatively low compared to other bitter-repelling clus-
ters. Men are clearly overrepresented in this cluster (42.3%). Moreover, this consumer group com-
prises the second largest share of heavy users (51.5%). With an average age of 42.3 years, this seg-
ment is one of the youngest. Consumers characterised by this taste pattern can predominantly be 
found in Switzerland (29.3%). Their occurrence in the remaining five countries is about equal.  

Cluster VII: Members of this cluster slightly dislike sweet (-0.40, 1.28) and salty (-0.49, 1.30) food 
but appreciate a note of bitterness (0.79, 1.09) and sourness (0.46, 1.33), which is rather peculiar. 
This cluster also states a high preference for intensive aromas (1.46, 1.02). With a share of 20.4%, it 
represents the biggest cluster. The distribution of men and women almost corresponds to the survey 
quota. Among all taste types, cluster VII shows the largest share of consumers that frequently buy 
organic food (52.9%) as well as the second highest mean age (48.7 years). This taste pattern occurs 
in all countries almost to the same extent. Only Poland (13.1%) and Italy (14.2%) show negligibly 
smaller shares.  

 

Table 3: Distribution of gender, age, organic consumption frequency and nationality by cluster 
Cluster Total I II III IV V VI VII 
Sample size    
N 1796 296 258 124 176 244 331 367 
% 100.0 16.5 14.4 6.9 9.8 13.6 18.4 20.4 
Gender1 (%)         
Female 66.8 67.4 66.6 80.6 72.2 70.5 57.7 65.1 
Male 33.2 32.6 33.4 19.4 27.8 29.5 42.3 34.9 
Mean age2 (years) 45.3 46.8 42.1 49.5 47.2 43.4 42.3 48.7 
Organic consumption frequency index3 
Light user (%) 53.6 58.5 57.1 52.4 53.7 61.1 48.5 47.1 
Heavy user (%) 46.4 41.5 42.9 47.6 46.3 38.9 51.5 52.9 
Average 2.41 2.37 2.37 2.47 2.39 2.33 2.44 2.49 
Country4 (%)    
Italy 16.7 27.0 15.5 15.3 15.3 13.1 14.8 14.2 
Germany 16.4 14.5 16.7 16.1 16.5 21.7 12.7 17.4 
Switzerl. 16.4 13.2 9.7 8.1 17.0 11.5 29.3 18.3 
Poland 17.8 13.5 22.1 30.6 22.7 18.4 15.4 13.1 
Netherl. 16.2 14.9 19.0 21.8 11.9 13.9 13.9 18.8 
France 16.6 16.9 17.1 8.1 16.5 21.3 13.9 18.3 

Notes: 1: according to Chi-square test, gender and cluster membership are not significantly related; 2: according to 
Kruskal Wallis’ test, age significantly differs between clusters (Chi-square=70.72; p<0.000); 3: according to Kruskal 
Wallis’ test, organic consumption frequency significantly differs between clusters (Chi-square=19.15; p<0.01); 4: ac-
cording to Chi-square test, country and cluster membership are significantly related (Cramer’s V=0.12; p<0.000).
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Table 4: Means (standard deviation) of clustering variables 

Cluster n/% Sweet Salty Sour Bitter Umami 
Pooled 
sample 1796/ 100.0 

0.30 
(1.43) 

-0.09 
 (1.42) 

-0.35  
(1.48) 

-0.93  
(1.61) 

0.47 
 (1.75) 

A 1098/ 61.1 
0.35 
(1.45) 

-0.33 
(1.37) 

-0.92  
(1.36) 

-1.67  
(1.26) 

-0.22 
 (1.78) 

B 698/ 38.9 
0.22  
(1.39) 

0.28  
(1.43) 

0.55  
(1.19) 

0.22  
(1.42) 

1.56 
(1.00) 

C 554/ 30.8 
0.37  
(1.49) 

-0.22  
(1.35) 

-1.29  
(1.19) 

-2.06  
(0.85) 

1.13  
(1.21) 

D 544/ 30.3 
0.33  
(1.41) 

-0.43  
(1.38) 

-0.54  
(1.42) 

-1.26  
(1.47) 

-1.60  
(1.06) 

E 420/ 23.4 
0.76  
(1.23) 

0.04  
(1.15) 

-0.33  
(1.45) 

-1.14  
(1.50) 

-1.59  
(1.08) 

I 296/ 16.5 
1.00 b c d g 

(1.21) 
0.60 b c d e f g 

(0.94) 
-1.55 b d e f g 

(0.92) 
-1.98 d f g 

(0.88) 
0.94 b c d e f g 

(1.16) 

II 258/ 14.4 
-0.36 a c d e f 

(1.45) 
-1.16a c d e f g 

(1.12) 
-1.00 a d f g 

(1.37) 
-2.16 c d f g 

(0.80) 
1.36 a c d e f 

(1.22) 

III 124/6.9 
-1.12a b d e f g 

(0.93) 
-2.03a b d e f g 

(0.72) 
-1.26 d e f g 

(1.06) 
-1.69 b d e f g 

(1.28) 
-1.65 a b d f g 

(1.01) 

IV 176/9.8 
0.30 a b c e f g 

(1.23) 
0.06 a b c f g 

(0.95) 
0.19 a b c e f 

(1.08) 
0.23 a b c e f g 

(1.03) 
-1.05a b c e f g 

(0.99) 

V 244/ 13.6 
1.09 b c d g 

(1.12) 
0.03 a b c f g 

(1.28) 
-0.70 b c d f g 

(1.56) 
-2.12 c d f g 

(0.90) 
-1.99 a b d f g 

(0.97) 

VI 331/ 18.4 
0.92 b c d g 

(1.16) 
1.13 a b c d e g 

(1.04) 
0.66 a b c d e 

(0.99) 
-0.41a b c d e g 

(1.47) 
1.67 a b c d e 

(0.97) 

VII 367/ 20.4 
-0.40 b c d e f 

(1.28) 
-0.49a b c d e f 

(1.30) 
0.46 d f 

(1.33) 
0.79 a b c d e f 

(1.09) 
1.46 a c d e 

(1.02) 
F-value1 - 107.93*** 200.80*** 146.25*** 357.87*** 528.38*** 

Notes: 1: ANOVA; ***significant on a level of 0.001; a: according to Tukey post-hoc test, this item differs significantly 
from cluster I (p<0.05); b: according to Tukey post-hoc test, this item differs significantly from cluster II (p<0.05); c: 
according to Tukey post-hoc test, this item differs significantly from cluster III (p<0.05); d: according to Tukey post-
hoc test, this item differs significantly from cluster IV (p<0.05); e: according to Tukey post-hoc test, this item differs 
significantly from cluster V (p<0.05); f: according to Tukey post-hoc test, this item differs significantly from cluster VI 
(p<0.05); g: according to Tukey post-hoc test, this item differs significantly from cluster VII (p<0.05). 

6 Conclusions 

The segmentation approach presented here is the first that used product-unspecific taste preferences 
for consumer segmentation. It showed significant results for identifying taste patterns based on 
stated general taste preferences. A segmentation tree illustrated the hierarchical clustering process 
from one to seven segments. The seven-cluster solution is described in detail based on shares of 
nationalities, age, gender and organic food consumption frequency.  
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The segmentation tree may serve as a tool for various companies with different scopes concerning 
market coverage. A broad segmentation reveals general tendencies concerning taste preferences and 
is suitable for addressing large parts of the market. Companies that seek detailed consumer informa-
tion in order to develop niche marketing strategies should use a more refined cluster solution. The 
decision about the number and size of the clusters to be considered depends also on the costs and 
benefits entailed by segmentation. The smaller a segment is, the less probable it is that sales volume 
justifies segmentation costs. These are caused not only by obtaining and analysing information 
about that target group, but especially by creating target-oriented communication and price strate-
gies and by designing and producing the segment-specific product itself (Bonoma and Shapiro, 
1984). Moreover, for small segments, economies of scale are less likely to be obtained (ibid.). Lar-
ger segments, however, implicate greater heterogeneity within a segment, which impedes the com-
prehensive satisfaction of consumer needs.  

The outcomes prove that general taste preferences are suitable criteria for segmenting consumers 
cross-nationally. In spite of the ongoing “standardisation of taste” due to globalisation, i.e., the con-
vergence of food cultures and the increased availability of foods from all over the world (Marchese 
et al., 2013), different preference patterns of organic consumers are found. These taste patterns oc-
cur in all six study-countries. This indicates on the one hand that consumers from different countries 
have similar taste preferences. On the other hand, it also suggests that the sensory preferences of 
one country cannot be lumped together but that differentiation is necessary to satisfy various con-
sumer preferences and to serve different market segments. The obtained findings reveal the poten-
tial of international segmentation and marketing and support practitioners in their decision between 
standardisation and adaption strategies with regard to all elements of the marketing mix. Consider-
ing global or regional segments, products and marketing programs can be standardised across coun-
tries leading to economies of scales (Steenkamp and Hofstede, 2002). Simultaneously, the same 
consumer segments in different countries can be targeted so that specific consumer needs and pref-
erences can be addressed and complied (Verhage et al., 1989). This renders an international market-
ing strategy targeting transnational segments highly efficient and effective (Steenkamp and 
Hofstede, 2002). 

Additionally, the results of a cross-national consumer segmentation based on sensory preferences 
provide references about which countries seem promising for selling products with specific sensory 
properties and which do not. Apart from product positioning strategies, a consumer typology based 
on taste preferences can also support decisions regarding product formulation and the composition 
of ingredients. For example, more than one fourth of cluster I, characterised by one of the strongest 
aversion to sour and bitter food, are Italian consumers. On the other hand, Swiss consumers account 
for the largest share of cluster VI, which stands out for its open-minded preferences with strong 
likings for almost all taste qualities.  

Moreover, the proposed segmentation approach enables the observation of rather peculiar taste pat-
terns. For example, cluster VII shows a preference for bitter tastes, which, nowadays, are being re-
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moved from plant foods by the food industry as a response to the mainstream taste-driven consumer 
demand (Drewnowski and Gomez-Carneros, 2000). Being the largest cluster of all and additionally 
being almost equally distributed in all countries, it suggests that there is a potential market segment 
for bitter tasting foods that the food industry should consider.  

Finally, this approach also contributes to the understanding of taste preferences among organic con-
sumers. The largest shares of consumers who frequently buy organic food products are observed in 
the two biggest clusters, namely VI and VII. From this it can be concluded that the open-minded 
preference pattern revealed in cluster VI is attributed to a substantial part of organic consumers, 
particularly to the heavy users. Also, the peculiar preference pattern of cluster VII, composed of 
dislikes for sweetness and saltiness and likes of sourness, bitterness and intensive aromas, tends to 
be shared especially by frequent organic consumers. To the contrary, cluster V shows the smallest 
share of heavy users, indicating that a preference for sweetness is rather shared among light organic 
consumers and that it is not characteristic for heavy users.  

The findings may be especially relevant for the development of new target-specific marketing 
strategies. Primarily communication strategies can be derived from a consumer segmentation based 
on stated taste preferences, e.g., food labelling with a focus on flavour properties that supports spe-
cific consumer segments in finding the right taste. The interest in sensory labelling is high due to a 
growing variety of offered products to choose from as well as a stronger focus on quality and taste. 
With knowledge about consumers’ preference patterns, marketers can use the potential of sensory 
labelling and can more efficiently design communication strategies to target the relevant segments.  

The link between marketing research and sensory analysis has been generally weak until now. Ob-
jective sensory perception measured by trained panels does not always represent consumer taste 
perception accurately. An integration of consumer research into sensory analysis is therefore fun-
damental, in order to produce and communicate food products target-specifically and more effi-
ciently. Hence, this segmentation should be seen as a first approach towards stronger marketing-
oriented sensory research and stresses the potential for differentiation strategies based on sensory 
marketing.  

7 Limitations  

For the proposed segmentation approach, stated sensory preferences for the five basic tastes were 
used. In spite of the above mentioned benefits of stated preferences compared to actual taste prefer-
ences, there are some issues that question the validity of the use of stated preferences. First, stated 
taste preferences are not necessarily valid, since they can differ from actual preferences measured, 
for example in a blind test, as the study by Mehinagic et al. (2012) confirms. It indicates that stated 
preferences are somehow related to actual preferences. What kind of relation this is and what fac-
tors influence it should be subject of further research. Deducing from the literature, an important 
aspect may be people’s poor skills in distinguishing and verbalising taste perceptions (Wilton and 
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Greenhoff, 1988; Greenhoff and MacFie, 1994). The lack of sensory skills offers a great potential 
for extrinsic cues, such as product information and product image, to influence taste perceptions, as 
several studies show (Enneking et al., 2007; Hemmerling et al., 2013; Kähkönen et al., 1995; Wan-
sink and Park, 2002; Wansink et al., 2005). In this regard, it is of particular interest in which way 
communicated sensory attributes affect taste preferences and perception, and when sensory market-
ing starts functioning in a deceptive rather than supportive manner. An approach towards objective 
taste communication can be seen in clean labelling, which stands for the communication of the ab-
sence of food additives such as flavour enhancer and preservatives.  

Second, there may be differences in responses to and descriptions of taste qualities between con-
sumers from different nations. What Italian consumers describe as sweet might not necessarily be 
sweet for German consumers. Further research is necessary in order to better understand these cul-
ture-specific differences and to generate more comparable data.  

It also has to be considered that the sensory appreciation of food is a complex system of various 
sensory characteristics, and therefore food products should be evaluated in their food contexts 
(Prescott, 1998). The approach presented here considers preferences for single taste qualities that 
may vary between different kinds of food. Some people might like the bitterness of coffee, but they 
might dislike the bitterness of grapefruit at the same time. The same is true for other taste qualities. 
Thus, in further research, multiple kinds of products should be considered, in order to find the most 
appropriate indicator products for each taste quality.  

The convenience samples used for this analysis are not representative but at least provide a useful 
starting point for further studies. Therefore, conclusions from this work must be considered as hy-
potheses that should be tested with a representative samples. Future research should also consider 
the cross-national context that may bring along the problem of varying usage of scales in different 
countries. 
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Appendix 

Results of logistic regression 

Step Sweet Salty Sour Bitter Umami 

1 (2CL) 

Wald 8.228 38.806 168.515 239.487 266.741 

Exp 1.196 0.670 0.370 0.320 0.285 

Sig 0.004 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 

Reg.coeff.B 0.179 -0.401 -0.994 -1.141 -1.254 

2 (3CL) 

Wald 5.398 0.273 75.981 119.575 321.368 

Exp 0.814 0.953 0.421 0.314 14.419 

Sig 0.020 0.601 0.000 0.000 0.000 

Reg.coeff.B -2.06 -0.048 -0.866 -1.158 2.669 

3 (4CL) 

Wald 130.670 198.181 23.874 124.196 2.979 

Exp 3.244 5.439 1.662 0.293 1.219 

Sig 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.084 

Reg.coeff.B 1.177 1.694 0.508 -1.227 0.198 

4 (5CL) 

Wald 96.655 119.671 31.723 2.357 9.860 

Exp 0.244 0.127 0.432 0.805 1.702 

Sig 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.125 0.002 

Reg.coeff.B -1.411 -2.061 -0.840 -0.217 0.532 

5 (6CL) 

Wald 41.041 0.251 0.091 147.170 45.470 

Exp 0.401 1.071 0.960 9.341 3.332 

Sig 0.000 0.616 0.763 0.000 0.000 

Reg.coeff.B -0.914 0.068 -0.041 2.234 1.204 

6 (7CL) 

Wald 129.517 188.479 13.080 13.246 61.688 

Exp 4.780 10.678 0.660 1.776 0.362 

Sig 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 

Reg.coeff.B 1.564 2.368 -0.416 0.574 -1.016 
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1 Introduction 

The interest in organic food consumption among European consumers has grown steadily in the last 
decades in answer to an increasing mistrust towards the food industry. Only in 2011, the European 
market for organic food increased by nine percent compared to 2010, and it has almost doubled 
since 2004 (Schaack et al., 2013). Globalisation, intensification and industrialisation of agriculture 
contribute to the distancing between food production and consumption (Autio et al., 2013; Davies, 
2001; Gilg & Battershill, 1998). Additionally, food scares led to consumer scepticism towards, and 
dissatisfaction with the food industry (Grunert, 2002; Yiridoe et al., 2005). As a consequence, the 
wish for more transparency as well as more naturalness emerged (Davies, 2001; Devcich et al., 
2007; Rozin, et al., 2004; Schösler et al., 2013). The trend towards the need for more transparency 
and naturalness is not new but has appeared several times before, in the past. While the first ap-
proaches towards a wholesome nutrition can be traced back to ancient Greece (Koerber et al., 
1987), the American “Natural Food Movement” in the 19th century and the “Lebensreform” in 
German speaking countries provide relatively more recent evidence for this (Gusfield, 1992; 
Schösler et al., 2013). Objecting to agriculture’s mechanisation and industrialisation, the loss of 
rural lifestyle, self-sufficiency and independence, these movements promoted the return to a more 
natural way of life as well as a more natural diet (Vogt, 2007). Addressing the principle that nutri-
tion should be as natural as possible, Bircher-Benner developed the “raw food diet” in Switzerland, 
while in Germany, Kollath coined the term “wholesome nutrition” (Leitzmann, 2005). A research 
group around Leitzmann picked these principles up and developed them further.  

The organic movement, which emerged from anthroposophically motivated biodynamic farming 
practices established by Rudolf Steiner in the 1920s (Codron et al., 2006; Kirchmann, 1994), shares 
many of these ideals opposing the industrialised agriculture and promoting the health of soil, eco-
systems and people (IFOAM, 2014). Specifically, European and North American regulations ban 
the use of mineral fertilisers, chemical pesticides and genetically modified organism from the pro-
duction of organic food with the aim to protect natural resources, animal welfare and biodiversity. 
Moreover, they promote production methods that are in line with consumer preferences, in regard to 
using natural substances and processes for the production of food (Council Regulation (EC) No 
834/2007). 

Besides altruistic values, such as a more environmental friendly production of food or animal wel-
fare, egoistic buying motivations, such as health promoting aspects and superior product quality in 
terms of taste, are increasingly gaining relevance and have even partly moved ahead of the altruistic 
drivers. Several studies, which reveal that taste and appearance are among the most important crite-
ria for organic food purchases, confirm this (Aertsens et al., 2009; Akgungor et al., 2010; Castellini 
et al., 2008; Cerjak et al., 2010; Hamzaoui-Essoussi & Zahaf, 2012; Hughner et al., 2007; Kuhar & 
Juvan i , 2010; Padilla Bravo et al., 2013). However, other authors claim that taste is not of particu-
lar relevance as an organic food choice criterion. For instance, in a study among organic Danish 
consumers, Wier et al. (2008) find that taste is ranked as the least important product attribute. Com-
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pared to taste, other sensory properties such as appearance, smell and texture are less frequently 
discussed. Although there is some evidence that consumers value these sensory characteristics of 
organic food (Chang & Zepeda, 2005; Cicia et al., 2009; Costanigro et al., 2011; Grebitus et al., 
2011; Kuhar & Juvan i , 2010; Wirth et al., 2011),Hughner et al. (2007) do not consider them to be 
among the ten most important purchasing motives. Instead, some authors point out that blemishes 
are sometimes found to be a deterrent to the choice of organic food (Curtis, 2011; Fotopoulos & 
Krystallis, 2002; Yue et al., 2009).  

In summary, these findings do not show a clear pattern for the role played by sensory characteristics 
as drivers of organic food consumption. It leaves us to assume that their impact on the organic food 
choice depends on different factors, among others on the product category and the type of sensory 
attribute (e.g., taste, appearance, etc.). However, to our best knowledge, quantitative research into 
consumers’ responses to specific sensory properties of organic food has not been conducted so far. 
Since sensory features are seemingly gaining relevance in the organic field, there is a need for ana-
lysing the nature of preferences for sensory characteristics in order to better understand what con-
sumers expect from organic products and what drives their food choices. This is essential for organ-
ic practitioners, for the development of target specific products and for marketing strategies.  

Thus, rather than only determining whether taste and other sensory characteristics motivate the pur-
chase decisions for organic food, this paper goes beyond that by addressing the question, What or-
ganic food properties are appealing to the organic consumer? We approach this objective by means 
of a concept that we call “core organic taste” (COT). Assuming that organic consumers strive for a 
natural diet, this concept partly follows Leitzmann’s principle of a “wholesome nutrition” (Koerber 
et al., 1987) taking into consideration sensory attributes that consumers who regularly buy organic 
food presumably may search for, such as whole grain, less sweetness and a natural flavour due to 
the absence of artificial additives. Thus, the COT draws upon the ideals of the organic movement 
and the closely associated principles of a wholesome nutrition. In this study, we attempt to find out 
whether the original philosophy of the organic food movement is nowadays still relevant to the con-
sumer, becoming apparent in corresponding taste preferences, or whether the conventionalisation 
and mainstreaming of the organic food market (Berlin et al., 2009; Eden et al., 2008; Pugliese et al., 
2013) has led to “mainstream-preferences”, i.e., preferences for taste attributes that are characteris-
tic for conventional food.  

Against the background of the ongoing globalisation, which can also be observed in the organic 
food sector due to these structural market changes (Sawyer et al., 2009), it is important to consider 
consumers’ preferences in a cross-national context. In addition, taste and preferences are influenced 
by cultural and social environments and therefore differ between cultures and individuals 
(Bourdieu, 2010; Mela, 2001; Wright et al., 2001). Thus, because the concept of a wholesome nutri-
tion, proposed by Koerber et al. (1987), has its origin in some German speaking countries, it may 
not be fully applicable in other European cultures. Moreover, countries differ with regard to organic 
food market structures and organic food consumption habits, which can have an influence on the 
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availability and the exposure of organic food and consequently on preferences for, and expectancies 
of its sensory features. Therefore, we also explore whether the COT-concept is applicable to other 
countries and whether these other countries vary in their preferences for sensory properties of or-
ganic food. This is particularly important for organic food practitioners who aim to increase their 
exports in the European market. Thus, it is essential to decide whether to adopt uniform marketing 
with a standardised product for all countries or a country-specific approach that takes into account 
the potential diversity of consumers and adapts to local needs and preferences (Douglas & Craig, 
2011).  

Against this background, the main scope of this paper is to investigate to what extent the concept of 
“core organic taste” is relevant across different European countries. Specifically, we address the 
following research questions: (i) What sensory attributes of organic food do organic consumers cur-
rently prefer? (ii) Is there a uniform pattern that can be subsumed under the term “core organic 
taste”? (iii) Are there any differences in consumer sensory preferences (COT-aspects) across Euro-
pean countries? (iv) Do preferences depend on the frequency with which organic food is consumed?  

We approach the research questions in an explorative approach by analysing data that was collected 
in the framework of an EU-funded research project in Italy, Germany, Switzerland, Poland, the 
Netherlands and France by means of a standardised quantitative questionnaire.  

2 Conceptual framework 

For the exploration of preferences for sensory attributes of organic consumers, we propose the con-
cept of the so called “core organic taste”. The term was coined in the framework of the above men-
tioned research project, according to the results of preceding focus group discussions (Asioli et al., 
2011, 2014; Obermowe et al., 2011; Stolz et al., 2010) and organic expertise discussions. It is based 
on the presumption that organic consumers strive for a natural nutrition. This assumption can be 
derived from the idea that organic farming promotes a form of agriculture that respects the nature 
and harmonise with it instead of exploiting it. Thereby, organic farming favours the preservation of 
the environment, animal welfare and an unadulterated nutrition (Verhoog et al., 2007). Recom-
mending explicitly the consumption of ecologically produced food, Koerber et al. (1987) set up 
principles for a wholesome nutrition that merge with the organic production philosophy. They con-
clude that a whole, unprocessed and fresh food item is most likely able to contain all essential nutri-
tional components. Moreover, they claim that the human metabolism and digestion have developed 
on a basis of a natural nutrition, i.e., a nutrition that was provided by nature (ibid.). Therefore, they 
propose the following set of general elements that a wholesome nutrition should contain:  
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- Possibly organically produced food that guarantees a low use of chemicals 
- Food with a possibly low degree of processing 
- Avoidance of refined products, such as sugar and superfine flour, and luxury foods 
- Consumption of whole foods 
- Predominantly ovo-lacto-vegetarian food 

 
Bearing in mind these principles and the objectives of organic farming, we infer that consumer who 
buy organic food value its naturalness and consequently have a preference for product attributes that 
derive from there. In the same line of argumentation, Pelletier et al. (2013) reveal that young adults 
who place higher importance on alternative foods, such as organic, local and sustainable products, 
consume more dietary fibre, fewer added sugars and less fat. Although they establish a link between 
the preference for alternative foods and dietary quality, they do not deal with preferences for sen-
sory attributes that are specific for organic food products. Even more generally, Wilkins and Hillers 
(1994) determine a significant positive relationship between the preference for organic food and a 
wholesome food pattern, though not specifying the elements of the latter. Apart from these studies, 
quantitative research on this subject is scarce. Moreover, to the knowledge of the authors, there is 
no study that considers sensory attributes of organic food embedded in a dietary framework. Sup-
ported by empirical evidence from qualitative studies with regard to the preferences for sensory 
attributes or organic food products (Asioli et al., 2011, 2014; Obermowe et al., 2011; Stolz et al., 
2010), we therefore elaborated on the following set of characteristics that suggest a certain sensory 
quality. We call this the “core organic taste”, although we do not limit the concept on taste, but we 
enhance it to organoleptic qualities in general, i.e., visual appearance (e.g., size, colour and form) 
and sensory attributes (e.g., taste, smell, mouth feel), that we understand as physical outcomes of an 
organic production process. In the following, we briefly describe the attributes that we incorporate 
into the concept of COT, which we do not claim to be complete. 

Preference for whole grain: Cereal grains historically belong to the basic components of human 
diets for many cultures (Smith et al., 2003) and are nowadays widely consumed in the form of, e.g., 
bakery products, pasta and breakfast cereal. Besides being a source of carbohydrates and proteins, 
whole grains also contain many vitamins and minerals that are essentials of human nutrition (Lang 
& Jebb, 2003; Smith et al., 2003). For refined cereal products, flour is produced by cutting the pe-
rishable and indigestible parts of the grain, i.e., particularly the germ. This way, fibres, proteins, 
vitamins and minerals go missing, reducing the nutritional value (Slavin et al., 2001; Smith et al., 
2003). Despite this, refined-grain products account for the majority of grains consumed in Wester-
nised countries (Lang & Jebb, 2003; Richardson, 2003). Moreover, by only using specific parts of 
the grain, the grain receives a treatment that renders it less natural. In conclusion, being an impor-
tant nutritional component and also beneficial to health, as many studies show (Lang & Jebb, 2003; 
Smith et al., 2003), whole grain is suggested to be part of a wholesome and natural nutrition (Koer-
ber et al. 1987). At least in German speaking countries, whole grain products used to be among the 
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main items in specialised organic food stores, indicating that retailers considered refined grain as 
not suitable for organic consumers. In recent years, this has changed to some extent. However, the 
share of whole grain products in organic quality is quite high compared to whole grain food in con-
ventional assortments. 

Preference for a natural fat content: Another element of wholesome nutrient that Koerber et al. 
(1987) propose is the inclusion of products with a natural fat content. This refers to, among other 
things, the natural fat content of milk and dairy products. Providing about 3.2% of protein, cow 
milk has nutritional value for human beings (Koerber et al., 1987). Raw milk is the purest and most 
untreated form of milk with the highest nutritional value, containing 3.5% fat or more. However, 
the consumption of raw milk bears the risk of diseases due to insufficient hygiene and has also be-
come rare due to its low shelf life (Oliver et al., 2009; West, 2008). The customary whole milk has 
a fat content of 3.5%, sometimes 3.8% in Germany, and therefore hardly differs in its fat-soluble 
substances compared to raw milk. However, relative to reduced fat milk, whole milk contains about 
twice as much fat-soluble substances and is therefore preferred over milk with a reduced fat content 
(Koerber et al. 1987).  

Preference for a natural flavour: The presumed preference for a natural flavour that is not mod-
ified by flavour enhancers and artificial aromas is not directly postulated by the principles of a 
wholesome nutrition, but can be deduced from the general preference for naturalness. Therefore, the 
EU regulation (EC) No 834/2007 for organic food bans the usage of artificial aromas and flavour 
enhancers and thereby supports the retention of an unadulterated flavour. François and Sylvander 
(2006) found that organic consumers relate artificial flavouring with a bad taste with regard to yog-
hurt. Moreover, treatments and methods of processing, such as the reduction of milk’s fat content or 
the refining of flour, change the food’s nature considerably and may also alter the taste (Bakke et 
al., 2007; François & Sylvander, 2006; Hamilton et al., 2000; Kähkönen & Tuorila, 1999).  

Preference for less sweetness: The preference for less sweetness is also directly derived from the 
principles of a wholesome nutrition. It suggests reducing the consumption of isolated sugar, since 
the process of isolation from the natural product leads to a loss of almost all beneficial substances 
(Koerber et al., 1987). It is claimed that isolated sugar only serves the supply of energy, which can 
easily be sourced from other carbohydrate-rich foods that are less disadvantageous for the human 
health (Koerber et al., 1987). However, consumers should not substitute isolated sugar with artifi-
cial sweeteners. Instead, Koerber et al. (1987) recommend to rather get used to the taste of less 
sweetness and to satisfy the desire for it by using low amounts of diluted honey, fresh fruits or dry 
fruits. Pelletier et al. (2013) affirms a preference for less sweetness among US consumers who val-
ue organic, local and sustainable food products. 

Preference for freshness: The freshness of food is another quality criterion that is part of the 
wholesome nutrition. Koerber et al. (1987) assert that food in its fresh and non-stored condition 
provides the highest contents of essential substances. For example, apart from lactic-acid fermenta-
tion, all methods of conservation of fruit and vegetables entail a reduction in essential substances, 
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such as vitamins and proteins, and also a reduction in aroma (ibid.). Several studies confirm that 
freshness is an important purchase criterion for organic consumers (Berlin et al., 2009; Aguirre 
Gonzalez, 2009; Midmore et al, 2005; Piyasiri & Ariyawardana, 2002). 

Preference for traditional processing methods: The Food Standards Agency (2008) recommends 
using the term “traditional” for “a product or method of preparation when newer alternatives are 
available on the market”. Traditional processing methods are thus associated with the usage of in-
gredients and processes that have existed for a significant period, most likely implying the re-
nouncement of artificial additives and of methods that are typical for the production of industrially 
manufactured food (Cayot, 2007; Food Standards Agency, 2008), e.g., preservation and standardi-
sation. In line with this, the preference for traditional processing methods is claimed to be motivated 
by the opposition to industrialised agriculture paired with the desire for additional “non-physical” 
food values and maintaining local customs, traditions and identity (Inwood et al., 2009; Vizcarra 
Bordi, 2006). Autio et al. (2013) and Murdoch and Miele (1999) assert that standardised food is 
equated with unnatural food and, additionally that the craftsmanship of small producers stands for 
clean and pure food, an idea that is also promoted by the so called Slow Food Movement (Jones et 
al., 2003). Midmore et al. (2005) argue that tradition is a value related to certain product characte-
ristics, such as freshness and naturalness. Since research on the motives for organic food purchases 
reveals that organic consumers seek clean, safe, natural and fresh food (Piyasiri & Ariyawardana, 
2002; Sirieix et al., 2011; Yiridoe et al., 2005), we conclude that organic consumers have a prefe-
rence for traditional processing methods that incorporate these attributes and that claim to provide 
unique organoleptic characteristics (Bower & Baxter, 2000; Kupiec & Revell, 1998; Vizcarra Bor-
di, 2006). 

Preference for intensive aroma: The preference for intensive aromas can be deduced from the 
aforementioned principle of traditional food processing and slow food, since intensive aroma is of-
ten a characteristic of traditionally produced food specialties. For example, for the manufacturing of 
artisanal cheese, raw milk is mainly used, contributing to a unique and more intensive flavour of the 
final product (Grappin & Beuvier, 1997; Kupiec & Revell, 1998). The former (unsuccessful) pro-
posal by the European Union to ban the usage of raw milk due to high hygienic risks encountered 
resistance particularly in the traditional and organic food sector (Jordana, 2000; West, 2008).  

Preference for variability (diversity) in production: The visual appearance of fruits and vegeta-
bles is a primary cue used to judge ripeness, freshness and overall quality (Abbott, 1999; Huang, 
1996). Commonly, consumers associate blemished and misshaped produce with lower quality, 
representing less value for money and more preparation time (Duxbury, 2000; Midmore et al., 
2005). However, Midmore et al. (2005) and François and Sylvander (2006) reveal that some con-
sumers relate such aesthetic imperfections to the absence of chemicals and pesticides, reinforcing 
the natural image of organic products and even superior quality. Moreover, Goldman and Clancy 
(1991) reveal a relationship between the consumers’ willingness to accept blemishes and their pur-
chase behaviour towards organic produce. Also, Lin et al. (1986) constitute that the importance of 
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appearance tends to be lower among consumers with a high preference for organic and pesticide-
free products. Thus, from the assumption that organic consumers avoid produce that has been 
treated with chemicals and pesticides due to its negative features in terms of food safety and envi-
ronmental quality, we deduce that organic consumers have a preference for produce that shows va-
riety in size, colour and shape.  

3 Data and methods 

3.1 Questionnaire design 

We developed a standardised quantitative questionnaire that covers (1) organic food consumption 
frequency, (2) general preferences for sensory properties of organic food and (3) socio-demographic 
information. Except for the measurement of organic food consumption frequency, we constructed 
all of the items by ourselves. Organic food consumption frequency is measured by means of an in-
dex used in the German National Nutritional Survey II (Max Rubner-Institut, 2008; Padilla Bravo, 
et al., 2013). It is based on the consumption frequency of organic products from eight different cat-
egories (i.e., fruit, vegetables, meat/sausage, eggs, milk/milk products, bread/bakery products, beve-
rages, oil). The frequencies were measured on a scale with the categories “always”=4, “often”=3, 
“seldom”=2, “never”=1 and “I do not buy this kind of product”=0. 

The measurement of stated preferences for sensory properties is based on the concept of the “core 
organic taste”. Being the first approach of its kind, we attempted to consider as many relevant as-
pects as possible. However, the pre-test of the questionnaire revealed difficulties in conveying the 
ideas of some aspects, such as “home-made flavour” and “eating like in former times”. In addition, 
preference for traditional sorts required a country-specific exemplification, which would have im-
peded the comparability of sub-samples. Thus, we did not build these dimensions in our question-
naire. The items were either measured on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from -3 (“I totally disag-
ree”) to +3 (“I totally agree”) or on a 7-point bipolar semantic scale, with item-specific anchors. 
Table 1 provides information about the used COT-aspects, the ways they are operationalised in the 
questionnaire and the scale on which these are measured. For most of the COT-aspects we used 
examples that were intended to facilitate conceptualisation by the respondents. For instance, inten-
sive aroma was exemplified by long matured cheese, natural fat content by dairy products and 
whole grain by bakery products. 
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Table 1: “Core organic taste” aspects 

Core organic taste aspects Operationalisation in the questionnaire Measurement 

Preference for natural flavour 
(e.g., real vanilla) and less 
flavour enhancer (e.g., glu-
tamate) 

I avoid all types of additional ingredients if 
possible. 

7-point Likert scale ranging 
from -3 (I totally disagree) 
to +3 (I totally agree) 

Preference for less sweetness 
Regarding sweetness, I like it very sweet/not 
sweet at all. 

7-point bipolar semantic 
anchor scale ranging from 
-3 (not sweet at all) to +3 
(very sweet) 

Preference for natural fat 
content (e.g., whole fat milk) 

When eating dairy products, do you general-
ly prefer low fat or full fat products? 

7-point bipolar semantic 
anchor scale ranging from 
-3 (I favour low fat prod-
ucts) to +3 (I favour full fat 
products) 

Preference for whole grain 
(e.g., whole grain bakery 
products) 

When eating bakery products, do you gener-
ally prefer whole grain or refined products? 

7-point bipolar semantic 
anchor scale ranging from 
-3 (I favour refined prod-
ucts) to +3 (I favour whole 
grain products) 

Preference for freshness vs. 
long shelf life (e.g., extended 
shelf life milk) 

(I) It is important to me that the food prod-
ucts I buy are fresh. 

(II) I prefer fresh products to canned or fro-
zen ones. 

7-point Likert scale ranging 
from -3 (I totally disagree) 
to +3 (I totally agree) 

Preference for intense fla-
vour vs. easy to eat products 
(e.g., young cheese) 

Regarding intensive aroma (e.g., long ma-
tured cheese), I like it very intensive/not 
intensive at all. 

7-point bipolar semantic 
anchor scale ranging from 
-3 (not intense at all) to +3 
(very intense) 

Preference for variability 
(diversity) in production 
(e.g., fruits and vegetables) 

When picking fruits, would you rather prefer 
products that show variation in size and co-
lour to products that are constantly identical? 

7-point bipolar semantic 
anchor scale ranging from 
-3 (I favour identical 
products) to +3 (I favour 
variation in products) 

Preference for traditional 
processing methods 
(e.g.,non-homogenised milk) 

I prefer food that tastes artisan/hand-crafted 
(e.g., foods that are produced in a small 
manufacture.) 

7-point bipolar semantic 
anchor scale ranging from 
-3 (I favour industrial pro-
duction) to +3 (I favour 
artisan production) 
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Finally, the standard socio-demographic aspects, namely age, household situation and education, 
were included. The questionnaire was translated from English into the different languages of the 
study countries, and then back-translated into English, ensuring the highest possible standardisation 
across study countries. After pretesting it among 30 consumers in each country, the questionnaire 
was edited and revised, taking into account country-specific peculiarities. 

3.2 Sampling and data collection 

We conducted quota sampling for about 300 consumers each in Italy, Germany, Poland, the Nether-
lands, Switzerland and France. Mainly marketing research agencies using own consumer panels 
completed the recruitment of survey participants. Data was collected between November 2010 and 
February 2011. Interviews were conducted using an electronic questionnaire (EyeQuestion) or pa-
per-and-pencil questionnaires, according to consumer preferences. Tests generally lasted between 
30 and 45 minutes and participants received a monetary participation reward.  

Due to the overall scope of the project, we included only organic consumers in the survey. In par-
ticular, we considered consumers who frequently or occasionally consume organic food and who 
are regularly in charge of doing the grocery shopping in their households. Therefore, we set the fol-
lowing quota restrictions that guaranteed comparable sub-samples: 2/3 of the sample should be fe-
males and 1/3 males; 1/2 of the sample should be between 18 and 45 years old and 1/2 between 46 
and 75 years old; 2/5 of the sample should be frequent organic food consumers (heavy users) and 
3/5 occasional organic food consumers (light users). Light and heavy users were identified through 
the calculation of the above-mentioned index for the frequency of organic food consumption. Ex-
cept for some small deviations, quotas were generally achieved in all countries.  

3.3 Data analysis 

We applied descriptive, bivariate and multivariate methods to analyse the data set, using SPSS Sta-
tistical Software 21.0.  

First, we analysed the total sample and its country-samples in terms of socio-demographic aspects 
such as gender, age, educational degree and household situation. We then explored the COT-
concept. To this end, we performed an explorative factor analysis, computing principal axis factors 
and rotating them with the Oblimin-rotation. We chose principal axis factors instead of principal 
components analysis, which is commonly used for data reduction but is unable to reveal latent di-
mensions that cause the investigated items to covary (Costello & Osborne, 2005). With regard to 
the rotation method, we preferred Oblimin to Varimax, since we presumed dependencies between 
the factors that are not reproduced by orthogonal rotation, which therefore perform less accurately 
(ibid.).  

Thereafter, we used correlations between the COT-attributes to reveal if they are related to each 
other and if they compose one dimension. Subsequently, we explored the nine core organic taste 

Dieses Werk ist copyrightgeschützt und darf in keiner Form vervielfältigt werden noch an Dritte weitergegeben werden. 
Es gilt nur für den persönlichen Gebrauch.



Chapter II: Sensory preferences 107 
 
dimensions by means of an ANOVA in order to test whether sensory preferences vary across coun-
tries. A Tukey post-hoc test was used to examine which country-means differ most. The combina-
tion of ANOVA and post-hoc tests is frequently used in consumer studies. Finally, we analysed 
correlations between the core organic taste dimensions and the organic food consumption frequen-
cy. We calculated an index of the latter by adding up the frequency-scores for each product catego-
ry and dividing the obtained sum by the number of product categories that scored greater than zero. 
A Kolmogorov-Smirnov test did not confirm a normal distribution of either of the two variables. 
Therefore, we calculated Spearman’s correlations.  

4 Results 

4.1 Sample characteristics 

In total, 1798 consumers were interviewed. With regard to gender and age, the quotas were general-
ly achieved. For the total sample and for most of the sub-samples the share of women was roughly 
two third. Concerning the age, the quota was generally in compliance. On average, participants 
were about 45 years old. Considering the degree of education, the majority of the sample declared 
to have a college or university degree (43.4%), with particularly high shares in the Netherlands 
(67.5%) and Italy (56.6%). About 28% of the interviewed consumers indicated to possess a school 
education of 12 or 13 years, with Poland being overrepresented (53.3%) and Italy being underrepre-
sented (12.5%). The majority of German and Swiss consumers stated to possess a secondary school 
degree, whereas consumers from the other countries are clearly underrepresented in this category, 
resulting in an average of 18.8% for the total sample. 37% of consumers in the total sample stated to 
live with a partner. Totally, ca. 27% of the participants revealed to live with a partner and one or 
more children. In this regard, Dutch consumers clearly indicate a higher proportion (43.6%). 17% of 
the total sample declared to be single, with a higher share among Germans (23.5%) and a lower 
share among the Dutch (11.1%). The socio-demographic composition of the sample is shown in 
Table 2. 
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Table 2: Demographics by country 
 Pooled 

sample 
Italy Germany Switzerl. Poland Netherl. France

Sample size 1796 299 294 296 319 290 298 
Gender (%)        
Female 66.8 65.4 71.1 67.2 65.5 67.5 64.1 
Male 33.2 34.6 28.9 32.8 34.5 32.5 35.9 
Age (%)        
18-45 years 49.5 49.8 50.3 53.0 50.2 48.1 45.6 
>45 years 50.5 50.2 49.7 47.0 49.8 51.9 54.4 
Average 45.4 43.3 45.4 44.6 44.3 47.4 47.4 
Organic consumption frequency (%)      
Light user 53.6 58.9 44.2 43.4 56.1 55.4 63.1 
Heavy user 46.4 41.4 55.8 56.6 43.9 44.6 36.9 
Education (%)        
Without formal qualifica-
tion 

0.4 0.3 0.0 0.3 1.3 0.0 6.7 

Secondary education 
(about 10 years of 
schooling) 

18.9 1.0 0.3 42.2 4.4 0.3 29.3 

Further education (12 or 
13 years of schooling) 

27.6 12.2 20.1 22.0 53.3 20.1 25.3 

College or university 
degree (BSc, BA, MSc, 
MA, PhD) 

43.4 56.6 67.5 29.7 40.0 67.5 33.3 

Others 9.7 29.9 12.1 5.7 1.0 12.1 5.3 
Household situation (%)        
Single 17.1 14.6 23.5 17.9 18.2 11.1 22.0 
With partner 37.0 28.9 40.1 47.0 34.8 34.7 43.3 
Single parent 3.7 1.0 3.7 3.4 6.0 4.5 6.3 
Couple with children 26.8 21.9 25.2 20.6 23.8 43.4 25.0 
Apartment-share 4.9 8.3 3.7 7.8 4.4 0.3 0.7 
Household with people of 
more than two genera-
tions 

5.5 15.0 2.7 1.7 7.2 0.3 1.3 

Student accommodation 2.9 8.3 0.0 0.7 2.5 2.8 0.0 
Others 2.0 1.0 1.0 3.1 2.8 2.0 1.3 

 

4.2 The concept of Core Organic Taste 

The first aim of this study was to explore the nature of the COT-concept. The analysis of correla-
tions between single COT-aspects served to find out whether the concept can be viewed as one-
dimensional or if the items represent independent aspects.  

The correlation matrix displayed in Table 3 shows mainly low correlations with absolute values 
below 0.3. Accordingly, the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure of 0.66 indicates a mediocre relationship 
between the items for the total sample. Finally, an explorative factor analysis confirms that the COT 
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cannot be considered as one dimension, since three factors (total explained variance=48.04%) 
emerged, whose reliabilities were unacceptable low. This result is also consistent in all single coun-
tries. Hence, the aspects composing the COT cannot be subsumed to one dimension but rather have 
to be considered one by one. For instance, while the preference for freshness of the total sample is 
one of the highest (mean=2.40), the preference for a natural fat content in dairy products is negative 
(-0.65). It cannot be concluded that, in general, organic consumers have a preference for all the pro-
posed food attributes.  

Considering that preferences for food are complex and are shaped by many influences (Yiridoe et 
al., 2005), this finding is not surprising. For instance, with regard to the low preference for a natural 
fat content in dairy products, we speculate that consumers avoid products with a full fat content due 
to high fat intake that has been extensively claimed in the public as harmful to personal health 
(Hamilton et al., 2000). Thus, in this case, there seems to be a conflict of objectives, namely per-
ceived health benefits vs. food ideology, which organic consumers may undergo. However, with 
respect to less sweetness, both health and ideology appear to be a trade off against taste, since con-
sumers report preferences that are slightly below zero. Hence, a certain degree of sweetness seems 
to be important, most likely due to sensory quality, although sweet food is commonly associated 
with unhealthy food. Seemingly, preferences for organic food attributes cannot be explained solely 
by the fact that consumers are disposed to organic food. Instead, other aspects such as concerns for 
health and weight control, but also habits, experiences and cultural influences may come into play 
(Kähkönen & Tuorila, 1999; Yiridoe et al., 2005).  

4.3 Cross-national comparison of preferences and their relation to organic food consumption 

The data enables a cross-national comparison that provides insights into the country-specific relev-
ance of product attributes of organic food (see Table 4). Moreover, it permits the control for the 
relationship between the stated preferences and the organic consumption frequency (see Table 5). 
Both will be discussed in the following by making reference to each of the COT-aspects, starting 
with the product attributes that received the highest scores. With respect to the interpretation of the 
correlations coefficients, we have to point out in advance that these are rather low with a maximum 
correlation of r=0.38. Nevertheless, the obtained values indicate interesting tendencies, which need 
to be validated in future research.  

For the comparison of preference patterns in the different study countries, ANOVA and subsequent 
Tukey post-hoc tests reveal significant differences between countries for almost all sensory charac-
teristics, except for the attribute “less sweetness”. To the contrary, “whole grain” is the sensory 
product feature that differentiates the most between countries. 

Outcomes reveal that particularly freshness and traditional food processing methods are of common 
importance throughout all investigated countries. Low variances in all sub samples with regard to 
the absolute freshness (preference for freshness II) of food indicate that European organic consum-
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ers widely agree on this aspect. Likewise, the other item measuring preference for freshness, but in 
relation to canned or frozen food (preference for freshness I), received high scores in all countries, 
although they remain below the scores of the former. Again, this difference can be interpreted as a 
trade-off between freshness and convenience. This trade-off particularly becomes evident in Ger-
many and France, which show the largest difference between the scores for both items. Both fresh-
ness items show correlations with the organic food consumption frequency (OFCF) index of around 
r=0.2 for most countries, indicating that freshness tends to be more important to consumers who 
more often consume organic food. Only in Italy and in the Netherlands are there low correlations 
leading to the conclusion that in these countries freshness is a product attribute that is generally im-
portant. 

With regard to the preference for traditional processing methods, high positive values are observed 
in all countries, even though with substantial distinctions between them. Italy and France report by 
far the strongest preferences, followed by Poland, whereas the remaining countries show average 
scores. Parrott et al. (2002) offer an explanation for this result, claiming that two prevalent but not 
exclusive food cultures exist that divide northern and southern European countries. They suggest 
that in Northern Europe, great emphasis is placed on functionality-driven commodities and econom-
ic efficiency in food production, whereas Southern European countries assign more value to local, 
traditional and artisanal production (ibid.). Italy and France are known for their culinary culture 
(Renting et al., 2003) combined with a high share of small-scale family-run food businesses (Hing-
ley & Sodano, 2010). Local food production and traditional artisanry are characteristic of these 
countries and are part of the culture resulting in stronger preferences for traditionally processed 
food. This also explains why there is no relation between the preference for artisan-produced food 
and organic food consumption in Italy, suggesting that this product attribute is of general impor-
tance. The high preference of Polish consumers may be caused by the fact that in Poland, industrial 
agriculture is comparatively underdeveloped and food production is still strongly oriented towards 
traditional and old-fashioned methods with a low use of fertiliser and other chemicals (Bär 2007; 
Kociszewska & Nowak, 2003; Nesterov, 2003; Platje, 2004). Again, this may also be the reason 
why in Poland the preference for this attribute does not seem to depend strongly on organic food 
consumption. However, for the remaining countries, we observe a linkage between both aspects, 
particularly in Switzerland.  
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Whole grain is the product attribute with the largest differences across countries in terms of mean 
preferences. Again, France and Italy reveal similar preferences, which are close to zero. Despite 
this, correlations of r > 0.2 reveal that frequent organic consumers in Italy and France tend to have a 
preference for whole grain. The strongest dependency between both aspects exists in Germany. To 
the contrary, in the Netherlands, the country with the strongest preference for whole grain bakery 
products, no such correlation exists, suggesting that consumers independently of their OFCF prefer 
whole grain products to those made out of refined flour. These results are partly in agreement with 
the findings of François and Sylvander (2006) who reveal that organic consumers from Switzerland, 
Germany and France, value whole meal bread, while Italian consumers value white bread. Howev-
er, they also find that Italians associate whole meal bread with organic bread. Also, Arvola et al. 
(2007) show that Italian consumers perceive fewer differences in benefits between whole grain and 
refined food, suggesting that Italians expect whole grain products to have an inferior taste. 

With regard to the preference for variations in appearance of fruit and vegetables, results are mixed. 
In the Netherlands, the natural appearance of produce does not appear to be important, either to fre-
quent or occasional consumers. To the contrary, Polish consumers prefer natural looking produce 
independently of their OFCF. The same can be concluded for Italy and France. They show relative-
ly strong mean preferences and low correlations. In Germany and Switzerland, the preference for 
variation in appearance is especially shared among frequent organic consumers.  

The preference for natural flavour related to the absence of additives, is on average low, especially 
in Germany, Switzerland and the Netherlands. However, these three countries show the highest re-
lations to OFCF, revealing that an increased preference for natural flavour comes along with a more 
frequent OFCF. To the contrary, in Italy and Poland a preference for the absence of additives is not 
characteristic for frequent organic consumers but rather an attribute that is generally valued.  

The average preference for intense flavours, exemplified by long matured cheese, is positive but 
rather low in all countries, especially in Poland and Germany. Germany and the Netherlands are the 
only countries that show significant but weak correlations with OFCF. However, the relatively low 
values question the belonging of the preference for intense flavour to the general COT. Despite this, 
high standard deviations indicate that some segments prefer this taste.  

As stated above, less sweetness and a natural fat content in dairy products are not part of the pre-
ferred product attributes. The former obtains similar negative values close to zero in all countries. 
Only for Germany, there is a slight tendency that frequent organic consumers increasingly prefer 
less sweetness. Also with regard to the preference for a natural fat content in dairy products, we 
conclude that this attribute should not be considered as an element of the COT. The only exception 
is Switzerland, which reports increased preferences among frequent organic consumers. This is in 
accordance with the findings of François and Sylvander (2006) who reveal that Swiss organic con-
sumers refuse low-fat yoghurt because of its inferior taste.  
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Considering the correlations between the stated preferences for organic product attributes and the 
OFCF per country provides evidence for the rudimental existence of the COT. This is true for Ger-
many, with relatively high correlations for almost all product attributes, followed by Switzerland. 
Thus, in these two countries there is a general tendency of higher stated preferences for organic 
food attributes, which relates to increased organic food consumption. This may be due to the fact 
that the concept of a wholesome nutrition, which builds the basis for the COT, has its origin in 
Germany and in Switzerland (Leitzmann, 2005). To the contrary, Italy, Poland and the Netherlands 
show only a few relatively high correlations, suggesting that in these countries the preferences for 
the investigated product attributes, in general, do not depend on organic food consumption but are 
presumably shaped by other factors.  

5 Conclusions and implications 

The contribution of this research is twofold. On a marketing’s perspective, food marketers benefit 
by improving the understanding of organic consumers in the European market. It sheds light on the 
expectations and preferences of both organic consumers in general and committed organic consum-
ers that more frequently purchase food in organic quality. The results indicate that the COT is not 
applicable in general and that only single elements appear to be of relevance for most countries. 
Nevertheless, for Germany and Switzerland the COT has proven its potential value.  

With regard to some product attributes, the latter seem to have preferences that diverge from those 
of the general organic buyership. This issue deserves more attention in the future in order to devel-
op products and communication strategies that meet the differing expectations of both consumer 
groups. Moreover, the cross-national comparison reveals differences in consumers’ preferences, 
which need to be analysed in more detail. Although one can speculate that some of these discrepan-
cies are due to cultural diversity, this assumption, and also other possible underlying reasons, such 
as attitudes, habits and experiences, cannot be analysed in this study. This leaves room for more 
comprehensive research in the focal area.  

Nevertheless, the obtained findings provide trend information on whether internationalisation seems 
to be a promising strategy for organic food suppliers and if so, which countries should be targeted 
with what approach. This is important, since, due to conventionalisation and mainstreaming, globa-
lisation has also found its way into the organic food sector and thus represents a challenge, but also 
a chance for organic agri-businesses (Sawyer et al., 2009). With regard to this, we found that the 
relevance of single product attributes varies across countries. For instance, bakery products made 
from whole grain are of general importance in the Netherlands but seem to be valued predominantly 
by committed organic consumers in other countries, such as Germany, France and Italy. Likewise, a 
natural fat content of dairy products appears to be increasingly accepted by frequent organic con-
sumers only in Switzerland, whereas in all other countries frequent and occasional consumers show 
a slight, in the case of Italy even a relatively strong, aversion towards it. Thus, against the notion 
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that food consumption around the globe is converging (Conner, 1994; Craig & Douglas, 2006; Mak 
et al., 2012), consistent expectations towards specific organic food product attributes do not exist 
per se in Europe. Similar preference patterns can be observed only for singular countries, although 
this contains some exceptions. France and Italy, for example, on average, show similar preferences 
for most of the product attributes. However, in France, a natural flavour, freshness and traditional 
processing become especially important with an increasing OFCF, whereas in Italy these seem to be 
of general relevance. Also, Germany and Switzerland show similar average preference patterns that, 
in the case of a natural fat content of dairy products, tend to diverge with an increasing commitment 
to organic food. Hence, for these country pairs, a standardisation of certain products may be an op-
portune strategy. Nevertheless, in most cases, differentiation of products is necessary in order to 
comply with specific consumer needs and expectations.  

From an academic perspective, this paper provides first insights into the relevance of consumer pre-
ferences and expectations with regard to organic taste attributes. Literature on the relevance of sin-
gle product attributes, especially with regard to sensory properties, in a cross-national context is 
scarce. Therefore, this exploratory approach can be seen as an encouragement to further explore 
consumers’ preferences and to gain a deeper understanding of these and how they influence organic 
food choices and consumption behaviour. As the COT summarises multiple sensory preferences, it 
can be understood as a “taste style”. Such “taste styles” deserve further exploration, justifying the 
opening of a new research field, since they may also be reasonable for other segments outside the 
organic food sector, e.g., for health oriented taste.  

6 Limitations 

Conclusions from this study can only be made with caution due to several constraints that come 
along with this exploratory approach. First of all, we want to point out that the data used for the 
presented analysis was collected for another purpose and was therefore not aligned to our research 
concern, which may affect the explanatory power of the obtained results. Second, we applied con-
venience sampling in all countries resulting in non-representative sub-samples, which may bias the 
results of the cross-national comparison.  

Although there is evidence that the usage of stated preferences better predicts consumer behaviour 
(Tuorila, 1987), others obtain contrary result (Tuorila-Ollikainen et al., 1986; Shepherd et al., 
1991/2). Thus, it should be considered that the used stated preferences do not necessarily translate 
into market behaviour. With regard to this, a common difficulty is a possible bias due to the phe-
nomena of social desirability (Fisher, 1993). Some consumers may answer in a certain way that 
they believe to be desirable, instead of stating their true preferences.  

Another limitation is caused by the conceptualisation of the used items. Some of them, e.g., the pre-
ference for intense flavour, are rather abstract and may not have been easy to understand. Moreover, 
we assumed that respondents from all countries conceptualised these variables in the same way. In 
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future research, items should be validated before usage. Besides, product-specific examples were 
provided for generic COT-aspects in order to facilitate their conceptualisation by respondents. For 
the preference for intensive aromas, we used the example of long matured cheese. However, res-
pondents may like long matured cheese, but dislike other products that have intense aromas, such as 
sheep meat. Thus, more research is necessary in order to comprehensively account for the various 
facets of a sensory product attribute.  
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Appendix 

Results of factor analysis 

Factor Items Loadings 
Cronbach’s 
Alpha 

Explained 
variance 

1 Passion and 
curiosity for 
cooking 

I am an excellent cook. 0.78 

0.85 18.29% 

I like cooking as professional cooks would do. 0.70 
I am always looking for new taste experiences. 0.58 
I love cooking or baking. 0.58 
I know exactly which ingredients I need to 
prepare a high-quality meal. 0.55 

I like to try out new recipes. 0.44 
2 Exclusive 

consumption 
For well-known branded food products I defi-
nitely pay something more. 0.53 

0.68 7.80% 

I like to buy food products that are enriched 
with additional healthy ingredients. 0.53 

Food branded products support my buying-
decisions. 0.48 

When I buy expensive and exclusive food 
products, I feel good about it. 0.41 

I like buying food products in speciality food 
stores where I can get expert advice. 0.34 

3 Authenticity1 For me it is important to buy traditional prod-
ucts from my region. 0.49 

0.51 5.98% 
It is important to me that the food products I 
buy are fresh. 0.44 

I prefer fresh products to canned or frozen 
ones. 0.32 

4 Willingness to 
pay for quality 

I don’t mind paying a higher price for very 
tasty products. 0.84 

0.76 4.40% I don’t mind paying a higher price for high-
quality food products. 0.77 

5 Convenience For me eating should be quick. 0.57 

0.62 4.27% 

Cooking is a task that is best over and done 
with. 0.57 

For me shopping should be quick. 0.49 
When preparing meals I prefer to use ready-to-
eat products. 0.40 

6 Health/Body 
weight-
consciousness1 

When eating I am very health-conscious. 0.58 

0.56 3.70% 
At eating, I aim a healthy diet. 0.48 
I prefer products that are low in calories. 0.46 
I don’t watch my weight when I eat or drink. -0.37 

7 Sensory 
information 

Sensory perception should be a matter of ex-
perience; a label is not useful at all. -0.63 

0.51 3.47% Labels referring to the sensory properties of 
food could help me to find the kind of taste I 
am looking for. 

0.55 
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Notes: KMO=0.86; explained variance=59.9%; scale from -3 (I totally disagree) to +3 (I totally agree); 1: Factor load-
ings were multiplied by -1 in order to facilitate interpretation. 

8 Usage of 
product 
information1 

I read very carefully what is written on the 
packaging of food products. 0.62 

0.67 3.23% 

I would like to get more information about 
sensory properties of food products. 0.57 

I avoid all types of additional ingredients if 
possible. 0.43 

I know very well how to recognize high-
quality food products. 0.31 

9 Importance of 
sensory  
features 

For me eating is always a matter of taste en-
joyment. 0.55 

0.60 3.20% To me flavour of food is the most important 
aspect. 0.49 

At eating, I am a real gourmet. 0.46 
10 Labels as 

quality signals 
Labels are useful to evaluate the quality of 
food products. 0.76 

0.59 2.84% I am searching for labels in order to buy high 
quality products. 0.51 

11 Planning I always plan what we are going to eat a cou-
ple of days in advance. 0.47 

0.46 2.74%   I write a shopping list to guide my food pur-
chases. 0.45 
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Abstract 

Abstract Organic food labels are promising tools to transmit the positive image of organic products 
to consumers. Besides health-related aspects and environmental concerns, declaration of organic 
quality may have a positive impact on consumers’ taste perception. Many studies have proven the 
positive image of organic products, but very few have considered the link between labeling a prod-
uct as organic and the consumer’s evaluation of sensory quality. This paper therefore investigates 
how organic consumers from six European countries (Germany, France, Italy, Poland, Switzerland, 
and the Netherlands) are influenced by the information that strawberry yogurt is produced organi-
cally or conventionally. Within the framework of a European Union-funded research project, a 
crosscultural survey with a total of N=1,797 respondents was conducted between October 2010 and 
February 2011. Standardized computer-assisted interview techniques were combined with sensory 
tests. Results show that the presence of an organic label may lead to an enhancement of taste per-
ception.With the exception of Italy, consumers evaluated the same product sample slightly better 
when an organic label was shown. For the evaluation of conventional products, the opposite effect 
was found for three out of six countries. These findings reveal that the positive sensory image of the 
organic food branch transfers to single organic products, resulting in a better taste evaluation. How-
ever, the relatively weak label effect observed in all study countries suggests that an improvement 
of the sensory image of organic products is advisable. This can be addressed by enhancing the sen-
sory performance of food products as well as by implementing extensive sensory marketing activi-
ties. 
 

Keywords: Organic food, Organic labels, Taste evaluation, Consumer study, Cross-cultural survey, 
Sensory image 

1 Introduction 

In an otherwise stagnating and saturated food market, the consumption of organic products has 
grown considerably in many European countries in recent years. Particularly in countries where 
consumers are increasingly concerned about issues such as poor food hygiene and related health 
threats, organic products have gained a considerable market share (Stenzel 2008; Canavari and Ol-
son 2007). A major factor for this successful development of the organic food industry is the posi-
tive image that many consumers attribute to organic products. This includes benefits for health as 
well as for the environment, but also sensory characteristics such as smell, taste, or appearance (De-
francesco and Rossetto 2007; Idda et al. 2008; Hamm and Gronefeld 2004).  
In order to recognize organic products and distinguish them from conventional ones, appropriate 
labeling is essential. Product labels are useful instruments to establish consumer trust and to reduce 
search costs. At the same time, labels can help to avoid confusion and increase the profile of organ-
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ic food, so that the abovementioned organic image positively influences consumers’ choice of prod-
uct (Padel and Midmore 2005). However, the actual influence of the labeling of organic food and 
the related taste image remains unstudied for many product categories.  
Therefore, the aim of this study is to describe and to compare the effect of organic labeling on con-
sumers’ taste evaluation of strawberry yogurt in six European countries (Germany, France, Italy, 
Poland, Switzerland, and the Netherlands). It is based on a quantitative consumer survey with a total 
of 1,797 participants, carried out within the framework of the European Union (EU)-funded re-
search project ECROPOLIS between October 2010 and February 2011. 

2 Organic food labeling 

According to Council Regulation No 1169/2011 of the European Union (2011), labels are “any tag, 
brand, mark, pictorial or other descriptive matter, written, printed, stenciled, marked, embossed or 
impressed on, or attached to the packaging or container of food”. The labeling of food products as 
organic has been legally regulated within the EU since 1991 (European Union 1991) and is subject 
to the requirements of the European Union (2007), which provides for the use of an institutional EU 
organic label in all member states. The first EU Community logo was used on a voluntary basis, but 
in practice failed to meet the expectations of consumers and actors in the organic food sector (Euro-
pean Union 2010). Thus, inMarch 2010, a compulsory EU label for prepackaged organic food was 
introduced (ibid.). In addition, there is a wide range of country-specific organic labels in the form of 
labels or brands on the national level (Dimitri and Oberholtzer 2005; Janssen and Hamm 2011).  
The purpose of labels is to transmit information about a product that otherwise would not be recog-
nizable or testable by the consumer (Villiger 2000; Ward and Jauregui 2006). By doing so, labels 
decrease information asymmetry and reduce search costs. This supports consumers inmaking in-
formed and more confident food choices, which allows them to select products that are in line with 
their preferences (Teisl and Roe 1998). This benefit is especially relevant for products with expe-
rience attributes, and even more for those with credence attributes (ibid.) such as organic products. 
From the producers’ and retailers’ point of view, labels can also render product packaging visually 
recognizable, in order to differentiate from other competing products (Block and Perrachio 2006).  
Concerning the effect of labels in the food sector, the literature suggests that a generally positive 
consumer attitude towards such product labels can be assumed (Block and Perrachio 2006;Wills et 
al. 2009). Consumers usually want condensed information about the food products, as this can in-
crease transparency for their evaluation of the products (Baltas 2001; Wills et al. 2009; McEachern 
and Warnaby 2008). Nevertheless, it should be noted that despite considerable interest from con-
sumers, they are often not able to interpret the information that should be communicated by a label. 
In addition, they generally spend little time considering and processing the product information 
communicated by a label (Block and Perrachio 2006). Against this background, it is important that 
food labels are easily understandable for consumers, i.e., that they are comprehensible and self-
explanatory (Carpenter and Larceneux 2008).  
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Regarding the consumption of organic products, there are a number of studies that deal with factors 
influencing (nonsensory) perceived product quality (Stolz et al. 2009; Grebitus et al. 2007; Chinnici 
et al. 2002; Schifferstein and Oude Ophuis 1998; Hughner et al. 2007; Zanoli and Naspetti 2002). 
However, the majority of the studies provide conclusions about the consumers’ stated or expected 
quality perception. So far, there are relatively few studies that discuss the influence of organic labe-
ling on real experienced quality perception, e.g., in the form of sensory evaluation. Scholderer et al. 
(2004) provide one approach, in which consumer expectations concerning pork from free range 
systems are analyzed. Using a taste test with regular pork consumers in Denmark, besides the gen-
eral meat production type (organic/conventional) also information on the label (organic product, 
free range, conventional production, or no information) was varied in order to test which of these 
variables influences the perception and evaluation of quality. The results of the Danish study show 
that information from the organic label has a highly significant influence both on expected and on 
experienced quality evaluation for organic meat, while no relationship was found between the actual 
meat type (organic/conventional) and the evaluation of the samples (ibid.).  
A similar approach was followed by Napolitano et al. (2010). They investigated the effect of infor-
mation about organic production on the liking of Pecorino cheese by differentiating between per-
ceived (sensory test without any information), expected (produced by information regarding the 
production methods, i.e., conventional or organic), and actual liking (sensory evaluation of only the 
organic cheese combined with information either regarding animal welfare, environmental pollution 
or food safety, or all of them combined) (ibid.). They revealed that information about organic pro-
duction methods can have a positive effect on Italian consumer expectations, which suggests that 
consumers link organic standards to high expected sensory quality. The opposite effect was ob-
served for the conventional cheese, which received higher scores for the perceived than for the ex-
pected liking (ibid.). They also found that the information given about organic farming affected the 
actual liking of cheese. The selected consumer panel included subjects that reported consuming 
organic products at least occasionally (ibid.).  
Annett et al. (2008) also addressed this issue, examining the impact of health and environmental 
information pertaining to organic production methods on sensory consumer acceptance of organic 
and conventional 60% whole wheat bread in Canada. Measuring the hedonic liking of both bread 
samples under blind and labeled conditions, they found that the survey participants were affected by 
the label and both health and environment related information (ibid.). While the organic bread was 
liked better after presenting information concerning the production methods, the liking of the con-
ventional sample did not change between the blind and labeled condition (ibid.). The mean liking 
scores of the organic bread sample was higher than the mean scores of the conventional in both the 
blind and the labeled sensory test (ibid.).  
There is, however, also empirical evidence that organic labeling does not necessarily improve the 
perceived quality of a product. Fillion and Arazi (2002) tested 14 different orange juices of both 
organic and conventional quality on 301 English consumers. About 150 participants performed the 
sensory testing blind, whereas the other half evaluated the products with organic juices identified by 
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a label stating “organic”. They found no significant difference between the evaluation scores of the 
blind-tasting group and the informed group.  
The above presented results lead to the assumption that the impact of an organic label on perceived 
taste may vary between different product categories and different countries. Thus, it is worth ex-
amining if there is a benefit from organic labeling for the product category yogurt, and how this 
may vary between different regions of Europe. Likewise, it is of interest if information about con-
ventional quality changes the consumer’s taste perception of strawberry yogurt, especially since 
only organic consumers were interviewed in the present study, for whom the phenomenon of social 
desirability1 may apply. So far, of the above presented studies (Napolitano et al. 2010; Annett et al. 
2008; Scholderer et al. 2004), only Annett et al. (2008) analyzed the latter aspect, although not fo-
cusing on organic consumers. Therefore, this paper analyzes the question, to what extent informa-
tion about a product being organic or conventional influences the taste perception of strawberry 
yogurt. In focus group interviews performed by Stolz et al. (2010), it was found that organic con-
sumers have a preference for the naturalness of food. Therefore it is also of interest, whether organ-
ic consumers prefer the organic strawberry yogurt over a conventional one with fruit aroma added. 
Finally, we analyze whether the results depend on the organic consumption frequency and vary be-
tween countries.  
In order to answer these questions, taste preferences for strawberry yogurt were measured in a stan-
dardized way, both blindly and as a function of organic labeling. Due to the international nature of 
the study, country-specific variability in organic food labels could not be avoided. The individual 
situation in which an organic label is used should be considered in the analysis and the interpreta-
tion of the results, as this can play a role in influencing consumers in their evaluation of products, 
for example through different levels of awareness, knowledge, or attention paid (cf. Thøgersen 
2000). Table 1 illustrates the organic labels shown in the single countries.  
The label with the highest level of recognition or availability, based on expert evaluation, was se-
lected for each country. Since the consumer survey of the EU-funded project started only a few 
months after the release of the compulsory EU organic logo, it was most likely that the new EU 
organic label would not have been recognized by survey participants. Thus, in Italy and Poland, the 
former EU community logo (European Union 1991) served the purpose of the study best. In Ger-
many, the best known label is the national state-run label (BMELV 2012). Likewise, in France, the 
“AB” label of the French Ministry of Food, Agriculture and Fisheries was chosen (Ministry for 
Food and Fisheries 2009; Agence Bio 2012). In Switzerland, the logo of the private umbrella organ-
ization Bio-Suisse, called “Knospe” (in English: bud), was used (Bio-Suisse 2012). In the Nether-
lands, the label of the nonprofit inspection body Skal was selected (Skal 2012a, b). 
  

                                              
1 The phenomenon of social desirability can be described as the dishonest answer behavior in interviews, 
whereby the interviewees, particularly concerning sensitive topics, tend to answer questions according to 
what is socially correct and acceptable behavior, rather than according to fact (Fisher 1993).  
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Table 1: Organic food labels included in the study 

Country Organic label  

Italy 

 

Former community logo of the European Union for Italy 
(European Union 1991; European Union 2010) 

Germany 

 

Label of the German Ministry of Food, Agriculture and 
Consumer Protection (ÖkoKennzG 2001; BMELV 2012) 

Switzerland 

 

Label of the private umbrella organization Bio-Suisse (Bio 
Suisse 2012) 

Poland 

 

Former community logo of the European Union for Poland 
(European Union 1991; European Union 2010) 

The Netherlands 

 

Label of the non-profit inspection body Skal; Skal operates 
under the mandate of the Dutch Ministry of Economic Af-
fairs, Agriculture and Innovation (Skal 2012; Skal 2012a) 

France 

 

Label of the French Ministry of Food, Agriculture and Fi-
sheries (Ministry for Food, Agriculture and Fisheries 2009) 

3 Methods 

3.1 Method of data collection 

The data for the present study was collected in the framework of the EU research project ECRO-
POLIS that aimed at analyzing sensory characteristics of organic products using an international 
and interdisciplinary approach. For data collection, a standardized computer-based consumer survey 
was carried out between October 2010 and February 2011.  
In order to determine the relevant aspects for the design of the questionnaire, an in-depth literature 
review (Canavari et al. 2009) as well as qualitative interviews with experts (researchers in the field 
of sensory research and marketing, and stakeholders in the organic sector) and organic consumers 
were carried out in the form of focus group interviews beforehand (Maciejczak 2009; Stolz et al. 
2010). The ideas gained from the interviews were then operationalized in a standardized question-
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naire, which also included sensory tests of strawberry yogurt. Besides taste preferences, the test 
subjects were asked to evaluate statements regarding their organic consumption behavior, their pur-
chase, cooking and eating habits, their attitude towards product information and food labeling, as 
well as some sociodemographic criteria. Translation from English into the corresponding languages 
and back again into English ensured a high standardization of the questionnaire throughout the par-
ticipating countries. Moreover, the same test design for sensory testing was used in all countries. 

3.2 Sensory testing  

Although sensory perception refers to all senses, this investigation only concerns the taste evalua-
tion of the test subjects. This restriction simplifies the study, as it can be assumed that taste is the 
most appealing sense. Additionally, this investigation does not treat taste as differentiated percep-
tion of a single sense, but rather as being the total sensory impression from the combination of dif-
ferent senses (Knoblich and Fries 1996).  
A merely stated or predicted preference for certain foods has proven to be an unreliable instrument 
for the measurement of product quality in earlier studies (Hui 2010). Thus, as early as the 1940s, a 
standardized method to measure consumer acceptance or preference on the basis of a real taste 
evaluation was developed (Hadary 1945). Since then, methods of sensory evaluation by the con-
sumer have been accepted and established as scientific research methods for the measurement of 
perceived food product quality (Lawless and Heymann 2010).  
Accordingly, in the present study, a hedonic taste test was carried out, in which test subjects were 
asked to record their degree of actual liking of a specific product, in order to eliminate the expected 
problem of socially desirable answer behavior. We chose strawberry yogurt as indicator product, 
since its availability in all study countries and its simple preparation guaranteed a standardized test-
ing procedure and comparable results. Test subjects received the strawberry yogurt in two versions: 
an organic sample without aroma additives and a conventional sample with added aroma. In order 
to achieve the highest possible level of standardization and reliably measure consumers’ preference 
for either one, the same type of organic yogurt was used as the basis of all samples, which is availa-
ble at food retailers in all participating countries. This is important to improve the comparability of 
the results between countries (Schubert and Godersky 1996). The yogurt was then mixed with 
strawberry concentrate at exactly the agreed proportions. The strawberry concentrate was provided 
by a producer of fruit preparations and was organic. For the conventional sample, a strawberry aro-
ma, which is usually used in the production of conventional strawberry yogurt, was added to the 
basic organic fruit preparation. Thus, the conventional sample only differed from the organic sam-
ple in the presence of an aroma additive, while the rest of the recipe, i.e., the yogurt base and the 
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relative amounts, was the same.2 The organic sample therefore serves as an indicator for the prefe-
rence for naturalness.  

Table 2: Sensory testing design 
Test Product Sample presentation Information 

blind organic yogurt coded sample none 
conventional yogurt coded sample none 

labelled 
organic yogurt coded sample with organic 

label and information  
3.7% fat content, mildly soured, 
without added aroma 

conventional yogurt coded sample with informa-
tion 

3.7% fat content, mildly soured, 
with added aroma 

 

In the first stage, the test subjects tasted the products blindly, i.e., without the provision of any in-
formation about the products, and evaluated their liking. Subsequently, the test subjects were asked 
to evaluate a set of items concerning general aspects of food labeling and product information be-
fore the second stage of sensory testing was conducted. Here, the test subjects were asked to taste 
and evaluate the very same products as in the blind test while basic product information on the fat 
content, the consistency, and the existence of aroma was provided (see Table 2). For the organic 
sample, the most common organic label in the respective country was shown (see Table 1). The 
organic label was omitted for the conventional sample, as illustrated for the example in Germany in 
Figure 1 (for the purpose of the present publication, the information on the tags was translated from 
German into English). The effect of the organic label on taste evaluation was measured through the 
difference in evaluation between the blind and labeled test, which was measured on a seven-level 
hedonic scale from +3=“I like it very much” to 3=“I don’t like it at all”. 
 

Figure 1: Tags of strawberry yogurt samples in the labelled taste test in Germany 

 

3.3 Sample 

A total of N=1,797 test subjects, about 300 consumers in each of the participating countries, were 
interviewed. Due to the scope of the EU-funded project to build an organic consumer typology 
based on taste preferences, only organic consumers were asked to participate in the survey. In order 
                                              
2It should be noted, that the term “conventional” is used for the strawberry yogurt sample with added aroma, 
although it is technically of organic quality.  
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to ensure representative and comparable subsamples, the recruitment of test subjects was carried out 
according to the following quota for the characteristics: sex (66.7% women, 33.3% men), age (50%, 
18–45 years; 50%, >45 years) and organic consumption intensity (60%light, 40%heavy users). An 
index based on the consumption frequency of organic products from eight different categories (i.e., 
fruit, vegetables, meat/sausage, eggs, milk/milk products, bread/bakery products, beverages, and 
oil) was used to determine the organic consumption frequency. In addition, the participants were 
supposed to be at least partly responsible for household food purchase and willing to test strawberry 
yogurt in order to take part in the survey. These requirements were, apart from some small devia-
tions, achieved in all study countries. The main sociodemographic characteristics of the total sample 
as well as the country-specific partial samples are displayed in Table 3. 
 

Table 3: Socio-demographics of the sample 
 Pooled 

sample Italy Germany Switzerl. Poland Netherl. France 

Sample size 1797 301 294 296 319 289 298 
Gender (%)        
Female 66.8 65.4 71.1 67.2 65.5 67.5 64.1 
Male 33.2 34.6 28.9 32.8 34.5 32.5 35.9 
Age        
18-45 years (%) 49.5 49.8 50.3 53.0 50.2 48.1 45.6 
>45 years (%) 50.5 50.2 49.7 47.0 49.8 51.9 54.4 
Average 45.4 43.3 45.4 44.6 44.3 47.4 47.4 
Education (%)        
Without formal qualification 0.4 0.3 0.0 0.3 1.3 0.0 6.7 
Secondary education (about 
10 years of schooling) 

18.9 1.0 46.9 42.2 4.4 0.3 29.3 

Further education (12 or 13 
years of schooling) 

27.7 12.5 28.6 22.0 53.3 20.1 25.3 

College or university degree 
(BSc, BA, MSc, MA, PhD) 

43.4 56.6 23.8 29.7 40.0 67.4 33.3 

Others 9.7 29.7 0.7 5.7 1.0 12.2 5.3 
Household situation        
Single 17.1 14.6 23.5 17.9 18.2 11.1 22.0 
With partner 37.0 28.9 40.1 47.0 34.8 34.7 43.3 
Single parent 3.7 1.0 3.7 3.4 6.0 4.5 6.3 
Couple with children 26.8 21.9 25.2 20.6 23.8 43.4 25.0 
Apartment-share 4.9 8.3 3.7 7.8 4.4 0.3 0.7 
Household with people of 
more than two generations 

5.5 15.0 2.7 1.7 7.2 0.3 1.3 

Student accommodation 2.9 8.3 0.0 0.7 2.5 2.8 0.0 
Others 2.0 1.0 1.0 3.1 2.8 2.0 1.3 
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4 Data analysis 

The analysis of the data was carried out using quantitative analytical methods with the statistics soft-
ware PASW 20. The results of the blind and labeled tests were compared as dependent pair-wise 
samples to analyze the effect of the organic label respectively of the information about conventional 
quality on the taste evaluation by consumers. The normality of the relevant variables was tested by 
applying a Kolmogorov-Smirnov test (Hair et al. 2010). Since normality could not be confirmed, the 
nonparametric Wilcoxon test was applied subsequently (Bortz and Schuster 2010). In order to analyze 
whether effects depend on the organic consumption intensity, correlations between the metric scaled 
organic consumption frequency index and relevant liking variables were calculated for each country. 

5 Results 

Figure 2 shows the mean scores for liking in the blind and in the labeled test of the organic and the 
conventional strawberry yogurt for the total sample.  
Considering the six study countries in total, the four strawberry yogurt samples were evaluated po-
sitively on average, although all mean liking scores only range from 0.41 to 0.73. Comparing the 
means of the blind and labeled taste evaluations of the organic strawberry yogurt, the mean absolute 
difference of 0.32 is highly significant. The same is true for the conventional strawberry yogurt: the 
mean of the blind test (mean=0.60) is significantly higher than that of the labeled test (mean=0.46). 
Hence, it can be concluded that for both the organic and the conventional strawberry yogurt, the 
liking in the blind test significantly differs from the liking in the labeled test. This indicates that the 
information provided influenced the consumer taste perception positively in the case of the organic 
strawberry yogurt and negatively in the case of the conventional strawberry yogurt. Tables 4 and 5 
show, whether this trend can also be observed in individual countries.  
 

Figure 2: Mean liking scores (standard deviation) of strawberry yogurt samples by all test 
subjects (N=1797) 

 

0.41
(1.59)

0.73
(1.57)

0.60
(1.50)

0.46
(1.56)

Organic strawberry yogurt***

Blind test

Labeled test

Conventional strawberry yogurt***

Blind test

Labeled test

Notes: *** significant (regarding the difference between blind and labeled test) at the p 0.001 level;
7-point hedonic scale from +3="I like it very much" to -3="I don’t like it at all".

0                         0.20                        0.40                      0.60                                     
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Table 4: Effect of the organic label in individual countries 

Country 
Sample 
size 

Mean (sd.) 
blind 

Mean (sd.)  
labeled 

Mean differences (sd.) 
labeled-blind Sig. 

France 298 0.53 (1.76) 0.73 (1.70) 0.21 (1.74) 0.011 
Germany 294 0.35 (1.51) 0.69 (1.54) 0.34 (1.68) 0.000 
Italy 301 0.74 (1.41) 0.59 (1.52) -0.15 (1.50) 0.073 
Netherl. 289 -0.07 (1.60) 0.37 (1.54) 0.43 (1.51) 0.000 
Poland 319 0.40 (1.66) 1.06 (1.63) 0.66 (1.80) 0.000 
Switzerl. 296 0.47 (1.50) 0.91 (1.40) 0.44 (1.51) 0.000 
Pooled sample 1797 0.41 (1.59) 0.73 (1.57) 0.32 (1.65) 0.000 

 

Table 5: Effect of information about conventional quality in the individual countries 

Country 
Sample 
size 

Mean (sd.) 
blind 

Mean (sd.) 
labeled 

Mean differences (sd.) 
labeled-blind Sig. 

France 298 0.53 (1.63) 0.11 (1.70) -0.42 (1.92) 0.000 
Germany 294 0.55 (1.56) 0.35 (1.52) -0.20 (1.69) 0.014 
Italy 301 0.80 (1.41) 0.33 (1.50) -0.48 (1.47) 0.000 
Netherl. 289 0.23 (1.50) 0.27 (1.49) 0.04 (1.56) 0.421 
Poland 319 0.78 (1.45) 1.02 (1.57) 0.24 (1.65) 0.008 
Switzerl. 296 0.70 (1.38) 0.63 (1.41) -0.07 (1.42) 0.190 
Pooled sample 1797 0.60 (1.50) 0.46 (1.56) -0.15 (1.64) 0.000 

 

In almost all countries, a significant positive effect3 of organic labeling was observed. While in Pol-
and, this is even a strong positive effect; the weakest impact can be found in France. Italy is the 
only country in which the liking in the blind test of the organic strawberry yogurt is significantly 
(p<0.1) higher than the liking under informed conditions. It can therefore be assumed that Italian 
consumers’ taste perception was slightly influenced in a negative way by the organic label, while in 
all other countries the organic label positively influenced consumers’ liking. No significant correla-
tion between the organic consumption frequency and the mean difference between the blind and 
labeled evaluation was found.  
Table 5 clearly shows that the results differ to a great extent between countries when it comes to the 
effect of information about conventional quality.While in France, Italy, and Germany, consumers 
tend to like the strawberry yogurt less when they know that it is of conventional quality, Dutch and 
Swiss consumers do not seem to be influenced by this information at all. Poland is the only country 
where consumers rated liking under informed conditions higher than liking in the blind test. Again, 
no significant correlation was found between the organic consumption frequency and the mean dif-
ference between liking in the blind test and liking in the labeled test of the conventional strawberry 
yogurt sample.  

                                              
3The effect strength is derived from the mean differences between the means of the blind and the labeled 
tests displayed in the fourth column of Table 4 and 5.  
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In the blind test, the conventional strawberry yogurt achieved slightly higher scores than the organic 
one. The mean difference of 0.20 is highly significant and indicates that organic consumers like the 
flavored strawberry yogurt sample better than the natural one. Table 6 displays the country-specific 
results of the comparison between the liking in the blind test of organic strawberry yogurt only with 
fruits and the liking in the blind test of the conventional sample. A preference for naturalness cannot 
be found in any of the study countries. While French and Italian organic consumers like the organic 
and the conventional sample on average to the same extent, in all other countries a preference for 
the flavored sample was observed. These results do not vary between heavy and light users, as no 
significant correlation between the organic consumption frequency and the mean difference be-
tween the liking in the blind test of the organic and the conventional strawberry yogurt sample was 
found. 
 

Table 6: Blind tested preference for naturalness vs. aroma 

Country 
Sample 
size 

Mean (sd.)  
org. (natural) 

Mean (sd.) 
conv. (aroma) 

Mean difference (sd.) 
natural vs. aroma Sig. 

France 298 0.53 (1.76) 0.53 (1.63) 0.00 (1.97) 0.324 
Germany 294 0.35 (1.51) 0.55 (1.56) -0.20 (1.69) 0.009 
Italy 301 0.74 (1.41) 0.8 (1.41) -0.06 (1.51) 0.195 
Netherl. 289 -0.07 (1.60) 0.23 (1.50) -0.29 (1.51) 0.000 
Poland 319 0.4 (1.66) 0.78 (1.45) -0.37 (1.51) 0.000 
Switzerl. 296 0.47 (1.50) 0.7 (1.38) -0.23 (1.73) 0.008 
Pooled sample 1797 0.41 (1.59) 0.60 (1.50) -0.20 (1.66) 0.000 

6 Discussion 

By combining a standardized quantitative consumer survey and sensory testing, data on the effect of 
product information in the form of organic labels on the taste evaluation of organic consumers was 
gathered. Higher scores for the liking in the labeled test of the organic strawberry yogurt than in the 
blind test reveal that an organic label with additional product information influences the consumers 
taste evaluation in almost all study countries. Although the observed organic label effect was rather 
weak, the findings lead to the conclusion that the existing sensory image of the European organic 
food sector is positive among consumers of organic food in all countries except for Italy. Our re-
sults from Italy are in contrast to the findings of Napolitano et al. (2010), who revealed that infor-
mation about organic production methods have a significantly positive effect on the Italian consum-
ers’ actual liking of Peccorino cheese. A possible explanation for our results is provided by Sinesio 
et al. (2009) and Scintu et al. (2010), who showed that in countries rich in culinary specialties and 
characterized by a long food tradition, consumers associate tasty food more with local specialties 
than with organic labels. Other aspects such as local origin, traditional production methods, or a 
unique recipe could play a similarly large role in the evaluation of the quality of a food product, and 
thus the distinction between organic and conventional becomes less important for sensory evalua-
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tion. More research should be carried out on the aspects influencing consumers taste perception, 
especially in Italy where results concerning the influence of organic labeling are ambivalent. One 
restriction of the present study is that only the organic label effect for one product, i.e., strawberry 
yogurt, was tested. Analyzing other products may lead to different results and therefore should be 
considered for further research.  
The organic label effect may also be the result of a brand or image transfer, whichmay work simi-
larly to the country-of-origin-effect, whereby the image of a country is transferred to a product that 
is labeled with its origin (Verlegh and Steenkamp 1999). Apparently, for organic consumers, pre-
vious positive taste experiences build the current sensory image of the organic food branch, which 
serves as a branding for products that are marked with an organic label. In addition, the positioning 
of organic food products in the premium and gourmet food segment and corresponding sensory 
marketing activities (e.g., the usage of sensory information on packaging) might contribute to this 
image. The better taste image of organic food is a widely held belief and has become one of the 
most relevant buying motivations for consumers (Plaßmann and Hamm 2009; Baranek 2007; Kuh-
nert et al. 2003), even though it is not empirically confirmed in blind tests that organic products 
actually taste better.  
The fact that most consumers attribute a better taste to a product when they know it is organic may 
also partly be due to the halo effect. This effect describes the tendency to generally judge a product 
based on its overall impression, instead of considering single product attributes that actually are 
independent from each other (Leuthesser et al. 1995). In this case, the general positive image of the 
organic label leads to a biased taste perception (Canavari et al. 2009). A further interpretation could 
be the theory of cognitive dissonance, in which a person’s behavior can be caused by an attempt to 
avoid contradictions between cognitions (Festinger 1957). It is therefore possible that the test sub-
jects conform to their habit of regularly consuming organic products and evaluate the organic prod-
ucts in the labeled test better than in the blind test, thereby justifying their organic food consump-
tion. In this context, it should be noted that only test subjects familiar with the consumption of or-
ganic products were involved. Furthermore, respondents were informed about the study’s focus on 
organic food in the recruitment interview before the test. Therefore, the previously mentioned phe-
nomenon of social desirability should be taken into consideration. This could have led to the test 
subjects attributing a high quality and thus a better taste to organic products, in line with the wide-
spread opinion held in certain sections of society (Hill and Lynchehaun 2002). 
Yet another aspect regarding habitualization has to be considered: In four out of six countries, the 
flavored version was significantly preferred over the natural one. France and Italy are the only 
countries where both strawberry yogurt samples were evaluated about equally. These results reveal 
that organic consumers do not necessarily favor more natural tasting food, which is in contradiction 
to the results of the focus group interviews conducted by Stolz et al. (2010). This is true for both 
heavy and light users. Considering that taste is a matter of experience and habitualization (Capretta 
et al. 1973), this finding leads to the conclusion that organic consumers have not yet become accus-
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tomed to the taste of organic food, while they are highly accustomed to the taste of flavored food 
and therefore evaluate the conventional sample better. 
With respect to the effect of information about conventional quality, the results are mixed. A nega-
tive influence on the taste evaluation in the labeled test was found in France, Italy, and Germany. 
Here again, social desirability and cognitive dissonances have to be taken into account, since it must 
be assumed that organic consumers wouldrather not admit liking a conventional product. In the 
Netherlands and Switzerland, no differences between liking in the blind test and liking in the la-
beled test were found, which is in accordance with the results by Annett et al. (2008). In Poland, 
however, there was even a significantly better assessment of the conventional sample in the labeled 
test. This suggests that in some countries organic consumers do not per se attribute a bad image to 
conventional strawberry yogurt, perhaps due to similar quality orientations in organic and conven-
tional food retail. Poland, however, is characterized by its traditional agriculture and its food manu-
facturing that is still less industrialized than in other countries (Obermowe et al. 2011; Bär 2007). 
This may result in a closer relationship between consumers and producers and consequently in 
greater consumer trust in food production in general. In addition, the Polish organic market is still 
considered immature compared to other nations, and the supply of organic products is mainly li-
mited to seasonal fresh fruit and vegetables (ibid.), which could also explain the high acceptance of 
conventional food. Moreover, due to traditional production methods with less use of pesticides and 
mechanization, the actual difference between conventional and organic food is small, so that the 
image of conventional food is better than in Western Europe (Bär 2007). 

7 Conclusions 

The present study suggests that the sensory image of the organic food branch has a positive impact 
on organic consumers’ taste evaluation of organic strawberry yogurt. Positive organic label effects 
were observed in five out of six countries. However, these effects were rather weak and in Italy 
even negative, which leads to the conclusion that the sensory image of organic products throughout 
Europe has the potential to be improved. Especially in countries like Italy, the current sensory im-
age of organic products cannot compete against the country’s long tradition of food and culinary 
specialties. Therefore, actors in the organic sector should follow two strategies. From the food tech-
nological perspective, the product-specific improvement of sensory quality is required. Organic 
producers sometimes perform sensory analyses, but usually in a non-systematic and non-
standardized way. However, in a study about Italian producers, the necessity of increasing the use 
of these analyses of their products and to improve their reliability was expressed, since sensory 
analysis is perceived as a tool to better identify and meet the needs of consumers (Asioli et al. 
2012). To this end, traditionally trained or expert panels could be employed for flavor profiling, but 
also untrained consumer panels could carry out affective sensory testing (Meiselman 1993). Addi-
tionally, sensory perception can be enhanced through learning, meaning that actors of the organic 
food market could bring their customers closer to their products by training their sensory abilities 
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(Asioli et al. 2013). From themarketing perspective, extensive sensory marketing activities are 
needed in order to successfully communicate the specific sensory properties of organic food, e.g., 
by advertising campaigns of the quasibrand “organic” (Guion and Stanton 2012; Bijoor 2006). Oth-
er promising tools can be derived from wine marketing, such as the aroma wheel for the sensory 
description of food or aroma labeling (Latour and Latour 2010).  
In the long term, organic labels can serve as signals for high quality and taste value and thus convey 
the positive organic taste image to the consumer only if the expected product quality is actually ful-
filled. Therefore, efforts should bemade to improve the sensory quality of organic products by ex-
tensively using adequate instruments of sensory research. 
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1 Introduction 

The conscious consumption of food is steadily gaining importance. The ongoing globalisation of 
food production, the industrialisation and intensification of agriculture as well as numerous food 
scandals have increased consumers’ awareness for health and the environment, while nourishing 
their scepticism towards the food industry (Autio et al., 2013; Albersmeier & Spiller, 2010; Davies, 
2001; Gilg & Battershill, 1998). Consumers have started questioning the origin, modes of produc-
tion and particularly the nature and content of their food (Gilg & Battershill, 1998). In this context, 
a strong movement towards natural food can be observed throughout the world (Davies, 2001; 
Devcich et al., 2007; Rozin et al., 2004; Schösler et al., 2013), which according to Franchi (2012) 
implies a sense of nostalgia for an uncontaminated age with anti-industrial demands and claims 
against the advancing lack of transparency in the food industry and detaching from nature. The de-
sire to return to a more natural lifestyle is not a recent one and has its roots in the 19th century 
(Schösler et al., 2013). In German speaking countries it became known as the “Lebensreform”. 
This, among other movements, promoted the return to a more natural diet, opposing the agricul-
ture’s mechanisation and industrialisation, the loss of rural lifestyles and the associated self-
sufficiency and independence (Vogt, 2007). The American “Natural Food Movement” induced 
similar cultural changes in the 1830s that objected to modern food technology (Gusfield, 1992).  

Today, the claim “natural” is one of the most used terms in food marketing. In 2008, a study con-
ducted by Mintel market research revealed that food and beverage claims “classified” as “natural” – 
including all natural, no additives/preservatives, organic and wholegrain – were the most frequently 
featured on new products globally. “Natural” claims appeared on nearly one in four (23%) food and 
drink launches in 2008” (Mintel, 2008).  

The trend towards naturalness is especially manifested in the worldwide growth of the organic food 
market that is considered as one important category of natural food (Hamzaoui Essoussi & Zahaf, 
2008). Moreover, an increasing emergence of, and interest in alternative consumer food initiatives, 
such as community gardens, allotments, box-schemes and grower’s groups, mirror the strides for a 
more genuine life style in general and food consumption, particularly among certain consumer 
groups (Autio et al., 2013; Lamine et al., 2012; Murtagh, 2010). Additionally, the conventional food 
industry responds to the consumers’ desire for more natural nutrition by increasingly offering prod-
ucts with allegedly clean labels. These labels advertise the absence of additives such as artificial 
flavour enhancers, colourants and aroma. In a report by the Kampffmeyer Food Innovation GmbH 
(2012), clean labelling is described as a way of labelling food that appears “clean” in the eyes of 
consumers. Moreover, the report lists some aspects that are characteristic for clean labels, such as 
short lists of ingredients, no usage of scientific designations for ingredients, additional claims em-
phasising the absence of certain artificial additives, a greater naturalness or proximity to nature of 
the product and also references to manual or traditional production and recipes (ibid.). There is no 
legal or scientific definition for the concept of clean labelling. According to the German consumer 
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association Verbraucherzentrale (2010), worldwide there are about 20,000 food products labelled as 
“clean”.  

However, the concept of naturalness regarding food is generally vague, unclear and sometimes even 
deceiving to consumers (Bender, 1989), especially when compared to the term organic, as Abrams 
et al. (2010) as well as Gifford and Bernard (2011) revealed. The Oxford Dictionary (2014) defines 
the term natural as “existing in or derived from nature”, “not made or caused by humankind” and 
“having had a minimum of processing or preservative treatment”. This is in accordance with how 
consumers from different countries (France, the USA, the UK and the Netherlands) primarily define 
the word natural in the context of food, namely by the aspects of not being transformed, originating 
from nature and being free of additives (Rozin, 2008; Verhoog et al., 2007). Franchi (2012) points 
out that the term nature recalls an authentic and “unspoilt” world. The author even refers to nature 
as a brand representing healthiness, reliability and reassurance in terms of safety and security of 
food (ibid.). In contrast to organic, a legal definition of the naturalness of food does not exist (ex-
cept for poultry and meat in the USA (USDA, 2005)). This means that the term natural is widely 
used and sometimes also exploited by the food industry (Bender, 1989), as market surveys from 
different countries like the USA, the UK, Australia and Germany exemplarily show (Cornucopia 
Institute, 2011; Food Standards Agency, 2008; Verbraucherzentrale, 2010; Williams et al., 2009). 
The only step towards regulating the usage of the term natural until now was taken by the United 
States Department of Agriculture (USDA, 2005), which established a legal framework for applying 
natural claims on poultry and meat. According to this, such a claim demonstrates that “the product 
does not contain any artificial flavor or flavoring, coloring ingredient, or chemical preservatives 
[…] or any other artificial or synthetic ingredient; and [that] the product and its ingredients are not 
more than minimally processed” (USDA, 2005). Nevertheless, a legal definition and framework for 
all remaining product categories and for other countries is missing and thus contributes largely to 
the blurry application of the term natural by food producers and its varied perception among con-
sumers (Williams et al., 2009).  

Despite the increasing demand for natural food, the current relevance of naturalness as a self-
contained topic has so far not been the focus of appropriate amounts of marketing research. Often it 
is approached as an additional or subordinated aspect within organic research areas (e.g., Asioli et 
al., 2014; Guido et al., 2010; Lockie & Lyons, 2002; Lockie et al., 2004; Onyango et al., 2007; 
Schutz & Lorzenz, 1976) and the research of genetically-modified (GM) products (a review of lit-
erature concerning naturalness of GM-products is provided by Gregorowius et al., 2012). Some 
research has been done on the meaning and/or perception of naturalness in general (Siipi, 2013) or 
in combination with organic (Rozin, 2005; Verhoog et al., 2007) as well as in comparison with or-
ganic (Gifford & Bernard, 2011).  

Besides many studies that refer to single aspects of naturalness, e.g., products free of chemicals, 
pesticides and additives, sparse empirical evidence exists confirming that the concept of naturalness 
as a whole concerns consumers when purchasing food. In a ranking of fruit choice motives con-

Dieses Werk ist copyrightgeschützt und darf in keiner Form vervielfältigt werden noch an Dritte weitergegeben werden. 
Es gilt nur für den persönlichen Gebrauch.



150 Chapter II: Sensory preferences 
 
ducted by four cross-cultural consumer groups, naturalness is rated as one of the most important 
aspects by a majority of the sample (Onwezen & Bartels, 2011). Also, Hauser et al. (2011) identify 
authenticity/naturalness as one out of four value-dimensions that consumers consider when purchas-
ing, preparing and eating food. In addition, Li and Chapman (2012) and Rozin et al. (2004) analyse 
motives for naturalness-seeking behaviour. Rozin et al. (2004) propose two categories of beliefs, 
namely instrumental (motives such as healthiness, superior taste, environmental benefits, safety) 
and ideational/moral (e.g., natural is inherently better, natural is prior to human intervention). With 
regard to instrumental motives, Li and Chapman (2012) empirically confirm this by finding that 
natural food products are perceived as healthier, more environmental-friendly, safer and better tast-
ing by consumers than products that are not claimed to be natural.  

Further research on consumers’ perception of, and attitude towards, naturalness and on how these 
influence the preferences for it was not found. However, this is essential for gaining knowledge 
about consumers’ food choices. Attitudes form expectations, which again may influence the sensory 
perception of a product, even prior to tasting (Cardello, 1994; Deliza & MacFie, 1996; Imram, 
1999). Consequently, high expectations lead to an increased probability to purchase a product (De-
liza & MacFie, 1996). An understanding of whether and how attitudes are related to a product’s 
taste perception is therefore important in order to avoid negative disconfirmation or dissatisfaction, 
cognitive dissonances and consequently product rejection, which occur when expectations regard-
ing the taste cannot be met by the product (ibid.; Cardello, 1994; Festinger, 1957; Grunert, 2002).  

Apart from studies that analyze if the positive taste image of organic products holds true (Fillion & 
Arazi, 2002; Napolitano et al., 2010; Schutz & Lorenz, 1976), no attempt has been undertaken so 
far to test the claim that natural food products taste better and whether consumers with a positive 
attitude towards naturalness actually prefer the taste of a natural product over the taste of a more 
processed one. The present study attempts to fill this gap by exploring the preference for naturalness 
in a cross-national context. Besides examining consumers’ attitude towards naturalness and its rela-
tion to other nutrition-related aspects, the main scope of the study is to analyse the link between the 
attitude towards natural food and the sensory preference for naturalness. We use two samples of 
strawberry yoghurt, whose production and preparation was highly standardised and varied in only 
one aspect, namely the added aroma. This way, differences in liking can be explicitly traced back to 
the absence or presence of aroma, which is attributed to naturalness or unnaturalness.  

Since various surveys reveal that food consumption and nutrition is strongly shaped by culture 
(Askegaard & Madsen, 1998; Saba, 2001; Thøgersen, 2010), the study considers organic consumers 
from Italy, Switzerland, the Netherlands, Poland, France and Germany in order to contribute to a 
better understanding of the drivers for natural food choices in Europe. The choice of organic con-
sumers is primarily due to practical considerations, since the data that we analyze in this study was 
originally used to gain knowledge about organic consumers’ responses to sensory product informa-
tion and general sensory attributes of organic products. The quantitative survey conducted in the 
before mentioned countries provides insights on how naturalness is currently valued within Europe, 

Dieses Werk ist copyrightgeschützt und darf in keiner Form vervielfältigt werden noch an Dritte weitergegeben werden. 
Es gilt nur für den persönlichen Gebrauch.



Chapter II: Sensory preferences 151 
 
enables the consideration of country-specific differences and contributes to the generation of more 
detailed consumer knowledge.  

2 Material and methods 

2.1 Questionnaire and data collection 

Data was collected between October 2010 and February 2011 in the framework of an EU-funded 
research project dealing with sensory aspects of organic food in Italy, Switzerland, Poland, the 
Netherlands, France and Germany. Participants were asked to fill out a digital standardised ques-
tionnaire regarding socio-demographics, organic consumption behaviour and dietary habits. With 
respect to consumer’s dietary habits, the FRL-model, which was developed by Grunert et al. (1993) 
for the detection of food related trends among consumers in a cross-cultural context, served as the 
basis. From the original 23 food-related lifestyle dimensions, each represented by three items, we 
selected 16 dimensions that were considered as relevant for the scope of the project. In order to re-
duce the complexity of the questionnaire, we primarily chose one item for each dimension instead 
of all three proposed by Grunert et al. (1993). Most of the items were adopted in their original ver-
sion or with slightly modified wording. Some variables were rephrased in order to better meet the 
study’s scope. In addition, we extended the model by dimensions that preliminary literature and 
qualitative surveys found to be relevant for the research question (such as knowledge/involvement 
regarding quality, time constraints and health-/weight-consciousness and sensory properties of or-
ganic food). Statements were evaluated using a 7-point-Likert scale that we coded as reaching from 
-3 (I totally disagree) to +3 (I totally agree). For the evaluation of stated preferences for sensory 
properties of organic food, we used bipolar semantic scales also coded as ranging from -3 to +3.  

Moreover, participants conducted a hedonic liking test, in which they recorded the degree of liking 
of two different kinds of strawberry yoghurt on a scale from -3 (I don’t like it at all) to +3 (I like it 
very much). By comparing products with and without flavour enhancers, this test is used to analyse 
a prominent concept of naturalness, i.e., the absence of flavouring that is common in both the or-
ganic and the conventional food sector (Siipi, 2013). 

The questionnaire was translated from English into the corresponding languages and back into Eng-
lish again in order to ensure a high level of standardisation throughout participating countries. 
Country-specific adaptations were considered. The design for sensory testing and the tested product 
samples were the same in all countries. 

2.2 Subjects 

In each country a convenience sample of about 300 organic consumers was selected. These were 
mostly recruited via household panels by marketing research agencies, but in two cases they were 
conducted via e-mail and an announcement on a homepage or via announcements in organic food 
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stores. Since the original project dealt with consumers’ responses to sensory characteristics of or-
ganic food products, participants were required to be organic consumers and to be at least partly 
responsible for household food purchases. For comparable subsamples, the recruitment of test sub-
jects was carried out according to the following quota for the characteristics gender (66.7% women, 
33.3% men), age (50% 18-45 years, 50% >45 years) and organic consumption intensity1 (60% light 
users, 40% heavy users). This was achieved, apart from small deviations, in all countries. It has to 
be mentioned that the sub-samples are not representative of the country’s populations, which may 
affect the validity of comparisons between countries conducted in this study. Table 1 displays the 
main socio-demographic characteristics of the total sample as well as the country-specific sub-
samples.  

2.3 Sensory testing 

For sensory testing, participants evaluated their overall liking of two strawberry yoghurt samples. 
We chose strawberry yoghurt as the indicator product due to its availability and popularity in all 
study countries and its standardisable preparation process that guaranteed comparable results 
throughout all countries and testing phases. Samples were prepared at testing locations by blending 
the same amounts of plain yoghurt and fruit concentrate. For both yoghurt samples, the same type 
of plain organic yoghurt was used, which was available at food retailers in all countries, except for 
Italy, where theyoghurt had to be supplied from Switzerland. Also, both samples contained the 
same amount of the same strawberry concentrate. The strawberry concentrates were supplied by a 
German producer of fruit preparations to all study countries. 
The two versions differed only in terms of aroma additives: While the strawberry concentrate of 
sample 1 did not contain any aroma additives, the concentrate of sample 2 contained a strawberry 
flavour enhancer.2 Therefore, sample 2 had a more intensive but maybe somewhat artificial straw-
berry flavour than sample 1. We assume that consumers who perceive a taste difference between 
both samples in terms of flavour intensity attribute this difference to a flavour enhancer, knowing 
that the maximum of taste they can get from a fruit concentrate cannot equal the one obtained from 
a fruit concentrate enhanced in flavour. Thus, we presume that due to the added aroma, sample 2 is 
perceived as less natural than sample 1. Our definition of naturalness is therefore an objective ap-
proximation, taking the dominant marketing concept of preventing flavour enhancer as “natural” 
(Mintel, 2008, Siipi, 2013). 
                                              
1An index based on the consumption frequency of organic products from eight different categories (i.e., fruit, 
vegetables, meat/sausage, eggs, milk/milk products, bread/bakery products, beverages, oil) was used to de-
termine the organic consumption frequency according to the calculations in the German National Nutritional 
Survey II (Max Rubner-Institut, 2008). 
2 The here used flavour enhancer was declared as “natural flavour”.According to the EU regulation (EC) No 
1334/2008 (European Commission, 2008), a flavour can be described as natural if the used components are 
obtained entirely from natural origin, i.e., vegetable, animal or microbiological material, by appropriate 
physical, enzymatic or microbiological processes. The usage of gene technology is not banned from this. 
However, this does not mean that the flavour components are obtained from strawberries.  
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Test subjects tested and evaluated both samples blindly, i.e., without the information about the 
products’ ingredients and formulation, on a scale ranging from -3 (I don’t like it at all) to +3 (I like 
it very much). Servings were coded with a three digits number. 
 

Table 1: Socio-demographics of the total sample and sub-samples 
 Pooled 

sample 
Italy Germany Switzerl. Poland Netherl. France

Sample size 1796 299 294 296 319 290 298 
Gender (%)        
Female 66.8 65.4 71.1 67.2 65.5 67.5 64.1 
Male 33.2 34.6 28.9 32.8 34.5 32.5 35.9 
Age (%)        
18-45 years 49.5 49.8 50.3 53.0 50.2 48.1 45.6 
>45 years 50.5 50.2 49.7 47.0 49.8 51.9 54.4 
Average 45.4 43.3 45.4 44.6 44.3 47.4 47.4 
Organic consumption frequency (%)      
Light user 53.6 58.9 44.2 43.4 56.1 55.4 63.1 
Heavy user 46.4 41.4 55.8 56.6 43.9 44.6 36.9 
Education (%)        
Without formal qualifica-
tion 

 0.4 0.3 0.0 0.3 1.3 0.0 6.7 

Secondary education 
(about 10 years of 
schooling) 

18.9 1.0 0.3 42.2 4.4 0.3 29.3 

Further education (12 or 
13 years of schooling) 

27.6 12.2 20.1 22.0 53.3 20.1 25.3 

College or university 
degree (BSc, BA, MSc, 
MA, PhD) 

43.4 56.6 67.5 29.7 40.0 67.5 33.3 

Others 9.7 29.9 12.1 5.7 1.0 12.1 5.3 
Household situation (%)        
Single 17.1 14.6 23.5 17.9 18.2 11.1 22.0 
With partner 37.0 28.9 40.1 47.0 34.8 34.7 43.3 
Single parent 3.7 1.0 3.7 3.4 6.0 4.5 6.3 
Couple with children 26.8 21.9 25.2 20.6 23.8 43.4 25.0 
Apartment-share 4.9 8.3 3.7 7.8 4.4 0.3 0.7 
Household with people 
of more than two genera-
tions 

5.5 15.0 2.7 1.7 7.2 0.3 1.3 

Student accommodation 2.9 8.3 0.0 0.7 2.5 2.8 0.0 
Others 2.0 1.0 1.0 3.1 2.8 2.0 1.3 
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2.4 Data analysis 

Data analysis was carried out using quantitative analytical methods with the statistics software IBM 
SPSS Statistics 21. Besides the above mentioned analysis of socio-demographic aspects, we used 
bivariate and multivariate methods to explore the data. First, an explorative factor analysis was con-
ducted in order to reduce the large amount of items to a smaller number of dimensions. The Kaiser-
Meyer-Olkin (KMO) criterion and Bartlett’s test of sphericity confirmed the eligibility of the data 
(KMO=0.819, significance according to Bartlett=0.000). We calculated principal axis factors and 
conducted an Oblimin-rotation (delta=0). The choice for using principal axis factors instead of prin-
cipal components analysis used for data reduction was due to their ability to reveal latent variables 
that cause the investigated items to covary (Costello & Osborne, 2005). With regard to rotation 
method, we preferred Oblimin over Varimax, since we presumed dependencies between the factors 
that are not reproduced by orthogonal rotation (ibid.). Thus, using the oblique rotation Oblimin, we 
expected more accurate results. The initially emerging factors were successively reduced by elimi-
nating items with loadings below 0.32, according to Tabachnick and Fidell (2001). At the end, six 
components with an eigenvalue greater than 1 were extracted, which explained 54.71% of the total 
variance. Among these six factors, one can be interpreted as the attitude towards naturalness. For 
verifying the factors’ internal consistency, we performed Cronbach’s Alpha tests for each factor. 
Values for Cronbach’s Alpha ranged from 0.580 to 0.830. Finally, factor scores were calculated and 
served for further analyses, i.e., ANOVA and Pearson’s correlation. We controlled for the assump-
tions required for ANOVA and Pearson’s correlation (i.e., normal distribution, homoscedasticity 
and linearity), which were mainly confirmed. ANOVA with Tukey post-hoc tests were used to de-
tect whether differences with regard to food consumption behaviour exist between countries. Pear-
son’s correlation between the naturalness-component and the other five dimensions were calculated 
in order to explore whether and how the attitude towards naturalness is related to other nutrition and 
food consumption habits. Moreover, we defined the sensory preference for naturalness as the dis-
tance between the overall liking of sample 1 (natural strawberry yoghurt) and the overall liking of 
sample 2 (flavoured strawberry yoghurt). The minimum value of -6 was interpreted as the highest 
preference for the flavoured sample and the maximum value of +6 was understood as the highest 
preference for the natural sample. A value of zero showed indifference, i.e., participants evaluated 
both samples equally. Since these values have to be interpreted as ranks, the non-parametric Wil-
coxon test for paired samples was subsequently applied to check whether differences were signifi-
cant (Bortz & Schuster, 2010). Finally, we calculated the correlation coefficients between the natu-
ralness-factor and sensory preferences for naturalness for the total sample and for single countries. 
Due to the violation of assumptions for Pearson’s correlation, we applied non-parametric Spear-
man’s correlation. 
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3 Results 

3.1 Dimensions of nutrition and consumption behaviour 

The results of the principal axis factor analysis are displayed in Table 2. Cooking passion is the di-
mension that explains the largest part of the total variance, namely 20.71%. It contains variables that 
express dedication, curiosity and joy for the preparation of food. Five items are subsumed under the 
term health/body weightconsciousness, meaning the conscious consumption of food with respect to 
physical health and body weight control. The factor willingness to pay for quality refers to the disposi-
tion to pay premiums for superior quality and for the taste of the food product. Under convenience we 
can find variables regarding quick and easy shopping, preparation and eating. Novelty-seeking repre-
sents variables that imply the positive attitude towards and the curiosity for new food experiences 
regarding taste, products and recipes. The factor naturalness contains six items covering different 
aspects that all belong to the concept of naturalness as confirmed by other studies. The highest loading 
item refers to the avoidance of additives, such as flavour enhancers, conservatives and colourants, and 
thus the demand for unadulterated food.The second item takes into account the relevance of regional 
as well as traditional food. The variable “I prefer food that tastes artisan/hand-crafted” considers 
small-scale food production as opposed to industrialised food production. Two variables measure the 
preference for freshness. One of them also considers it in comparison with canned or frozen food 
products. The last item reflects the common association of naturalness with health. 

Table 3 displays the mean factor scores for the six food-related lifestyle dimensions for each country. 
ANOVA reveal significant differences between countries for all factors. A Tukey post-hoc test deter-
mines which countries mainly contribute to these differences. The naturalness results reveal to be one 
of the most discriminating dimensions. Italian consumers assign the highest level of importance to a 
natural nutrition, followed by France and Poland, which show slightly lower values. The Netherlands 
attribute by far the least importance to naturalness. Also, German consumers consider it less important 
than the average, whereas Swiss people have an average stance compared to the other countries. Fig-
ure 1 illustrates how the scores for the factor naturalness are distributed in every country.  

Another highly distinguishing aspect is the consciousness for one’s own health and body weight. Swit-
zerland is the country that perceives this dimension as the least important, whereas the Netherlands at-
taches the highest relevance to it. Poland shows a slightly above average value, while the remaining 
three countries hold an average attitude towards health and body weight with respect to the other coun-
tries. In the case of cooking passion, Swiss consumers appear to be the most passionate about cooking, 
closely followed by France. Dutch and Italian consumers seem to be the least passionate about it. Ger-
many and Poland show values close to zero, indicating an average stance in relation to the other four 
countries. With respect to WTP, Switzerland reports by far the highest factor score, suggesting that their 
willingness to pay for tasty and high-quality food is higher than in other countries. The lowest disposi-
tion to spend more money on superior food quality is observed in Poland, closely followed by Italy. 
Germany, the Netherlands and France show values close to zero and thus are located in between these 
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extremes. With reference to novelty-seeking, Polish consumers attach the highest importance to it and 
Dutch people the lowest. For Switzerland, France and Germany, we find values close to the average. 
Italy attaches the second highest importance to it. For convenience, we observe values that do not differ 
to a great extent from the average. Germany attaches the highest important to it, Italy the lowest. The 
remaining four countries reveal an attitude towards convenience that corresponds to the average. 

Table 2: Results of explorative factor analysis 

Factor Items Loading Cronbach’s 
Alpha 

Variance 
explained 

Cooking 
passion 

I am an excellent cook. 0.87 

0.83 20.71% 

I know exactly which ingredients I need to 
prepare a high-quality meal. 

0.68 

I love cooking or baking. 0.55 
I like cooking as professional cooks would do. 0.54 
I am always looking for new taste experiences. 0.36 

Health/Body 
weight- 
consciousness 

I prefer products that are low in calories. 0.68 

0.58 8.80% 

When eating dairy products, do you generally 
prefer low fat or full fat products? 

-0.54 

I don’t watch my weight when I eat or drink. -0.41 
When eating bakery products, do you generally 
prefer whole grain or refined products? 

0.36 

When eating I am very health-conscious. 0.34 

Willingness 
to pay for 
quality 

I don’t mind paying a higher price for very 
tasty products. 

0.83 
0.76 7.69% 

I don’t mind paying a higher price for high-
quality food products. 

0.75 

Naturalness 

I avoid all types of additional ingredients if 
possible. 

0.55 

0.67 7.01% 

For me, it is important to buy traditional prod-
ucts from my region. 

0.54 

It is important to me that the food products I 
buy are fresh. 

0.54 

I prefer food that tastes artisan/hand-crafted 
(e.g., food that is produced in small manufac-
tures).  

0.43 

I prefer fresh products to canned or frozen 0.42 
When eating I am very health-conscious. 0.40 

Convenience 

Cooking is a task that is best over and done 
with. 

0.65 

0.62 5.99% For me eating should be quick. 0.51 
For me shopping should be quick. 0.49 
When preparing meals I prefer to use ready-to-
eat products. 

0.44 

Novelty 
seeking 

I am always looking to experience new taste. 0.58 

0.68 4.52% When I go shopping, I enjoy trying new food 
products. 

0.56 

I like to try out new recipes. 0.44 
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Table 3: Mean factor scores (standard deviation) per country (range: -3 to +3) 

F-value1 Italy Germany Switzerl. Poland Netherl. France 
Cooking  
passion 

5.89*** -0.10 c f 

(0.92) 
-0.06 c 

(0.86) 
0.19 a b e 

(0.88) 
-0.01  
(1.00) 

-0.14 c f 

(0.85) 
0.13 a e 

(0.92) 

Health/ 
Body weight 
consciousness 

21.91*** 0.01 c e 

(0.74) 
0.05 c d e 

(0.79) 
-0.35 a b d e f 

(0.78) 
0.15 b c f 

(0.83) 
0.28 a b c f 

(0.75) 
-0.05 c d e 

(0.84) 

WTP 11.94*** -0.12 c 

(0.85) 
-0.01 c 

(0.86) 
0.33 a b d e f 

(0.70) 
-0.16 c 

(1.06) 
0.04 c  

(0.77) 
-0.06 c 

(0.95) 

Naturalness 35.66*** 0.26 b c e 

(0.66) 
-0.19 a c d e f 

(0.88) 
0.04 a b e 

(0.79) 
0.17 a e 

(0.89) 
-0.48 a b c d f 

(0.79) 
0.18 a e 

(0.80) 

Convenience 4.23*** -0.16 b d 

(0.84) 
0.15 a  

(0.84) 
-0.01  
(0.78) 

0.03 a  

(0.91) 
-0.01  
(0.78) 

-0.01 

(0.75) 

Novelty  
seeking 

15.06*** 0.16 b e f 

(0.76) 
-0.10 a d 

(0.81) 
-0.01 d e 

(0.79) 
0.25 b c e f 

(0.87) 
-0.24 a c d 

(0.80) 
-0.09 a 

(0.80) 

Notes: 1: ANOVA tests; ***: significant at the level of 0.001; a: indicates statistically significant difference from Italy 
at the level of 0.05, according to Tukey post-hoc test; b: indicates statistically significant difference from Germany at 
the level of 0.05, according to Tukey post-hoc test; c: indicates statistically significant difference from Switzerland at 
the level of 0.05, according to Tukey post-hoc test; d: indicates statistically significant difference from Poland at the 
level of 0.05, according to Tukey post-hoc test; e: indicates statistically significant difference from the Netherlands at 
the level of 0.05, according to Tukey post-hoc test; f: indicates statistically significant difference from France at the 
level of 0.05, according to Tukey post-hoc test. 
 

Figure 1: Distribution of factor scores for naturalness 
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For the focal factor naturalness, the means for the six items that have factor loadings above 0.32 
and the average scores over these items were calculated for each country in order to get an ap-
proximate impression of how naturalness and its single aspects are evaluated in each country 
(DiStefano et al., 2009). As Figure 2 displays, all countries report a positive attitude towards natu-
ralness, whereby the means range from 1.01 to 1.88. An ANOVA reveals that the attitude towards 
naturalness differs significantly between countries. Also for the single aspects from which the natu-
ralness-factor is composed, we find mostly positive means in all countries. Only consumers from 
the Netherlands reveal an indifference towards purchasing traditional products from their region and 
for avoiding all types of additional ingredients.  
 

Figure 2: Means of naturalness-items and sum scores for the factor naturalness per country 

 
Note: All items are measured on 7-point scales ranging from -3 (I totally disagree) to +3 (I totally agree). 
 

3.2 Relation between naturalness and the dimensions of nutrition and food consumption 
behaviour 

We further explore the naturalness factor by correlating it to the other five dimensions of food con-
sumption behaviour (Table 4). Apart from one exception, all correlations are significant at the 0.01 
level. The strongest link can be found between the factors naturalness and cooking passion 
(r=0.39***). Hence, consumers with a higher affinity for natural food tend to be more passionate 
about food consumption and its preparation. This is particularly true for Switzerland, Germany and 
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Poland. Also, the relation to novelty-seeking is relatively high for the total sample (r=0.39***), in-
dicating that consumers with a more positive attitude towards naturalness are more likely to seek 
new taste and product experiences. With respect to single countries, the highest correlation between 
naturalness and novelty-seeking can be found in Poland (r=0.51***). France is the only country that 
shows a negative correlation, suggesting that French naturalness-affine consumers are less adven-
turous and perhaps more guided by habits and traditions. This is the only result that substantially 
differs from all the other outcomes. Pieniak et al. (2009) confirm that among French consumers the 
importance of natural content is positively related to traditional food consumption. We can also 
observe a positive correlation for naturalness and the positive disposition to pay a price premium for 
superior quality and taste (r=0.30***), indicating that the more positive the attitudes towards natu-
ralness is, the more consumers are willing to spend a bit more for tasty and high-quality food. This 
is particularly true for Germany, since it shows a correlation coefficient of r=0.41***, followed by 
the Netherlands, Switzerland and Poland. The lowest positive link for the total sample exists be-
tween naturalness and health/body weightconsciousness (r=0.19***). When considering single 
countries we observe mixed results, with France showing a correlation coefficient that is much 
higher than the one of the total sample (r=0.36***) and Switzerland with a coefficient that is 
slightly lower than the one of the total sample (r=0.15**). From that we can conclude that in coun-
tries like France and Italy, more naturalness-oriented consumers tend to care more for their physical 
health and their body weight, whereas in countries like Switzerland and the Netherlands this link is 
rather weak. A negative correlation exists between the attitude towards naturalness and conven-
ience-orientation. Particularly for German (r=-0.41***) and Dutch (r=-0.39***) consumers, an in-
creasing affinity for naturalness comes along with a decreasing relevance of convenience related to 
food consumption. This tendency is less clear for Poland (r=-0.16***) and France (r=-0.20***). 

 

Table 4: Correlations between naturalness and dimensions of nutrition and food consumption 
behaviour 

Country 
Cooking 
passion 

Health/Body weight 
consciousness WTP Convenience 

Novelty  
seeking 

Italy  0.30*** 0.28*** 0.29*** -0.26*** 0.39*** 
Germany 0.45*** 0.21*** 0.41*** -0.41*** 0.23*** 
Switzerland 0.47*** 0.15** 0.35*** -0.27*** 0.40*** 
Poland 0.42*** 0.21*** 0.34*** -0.16*** 0.51*** 
Netherlands 0.45*** 0.19*** 0.37*** -0.39*** 0.36** 
France 0.30*** 0.36*** 0.26*** -0.20*** -0.27** 
Pooled sample 0.39*** 0.19*** 0.30*** -0.28*** 0.39*** 

Notes: ** Pearson’s correlation is significant at the level of 0.05(two-sided); *** Pearson’s correlation is significant at 
the level of 0.01(two-sided). 
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3.3 Attitude towards and sensory preference for naturalness 

For sensory testing, participants evaluated their liking for both yoghurt samples (see chapter 2.3) on 
a scale ranging from -3 (I don’t like it at all) to +3 (I like it very much), without the information 
about the samples’ ingredients and formulation. Outcomes reveal that both yoghurts are evaluated 
positively in almost all countries, although all mean liking scores only range from -0.06 to 0.81. 
Only Dutch consumers, on average, neither liked nor disliked the yoghurt sample without aroma 
additives. In France, both samples were liked to the same extent.  
Within our exemplary definition of naturalness as food without flavour enhancer, the distance be-
tween the liking scores of both samples is interpreted as sensory preference for naturalness. Table 5 
indicates that, on average, the sensory preference for naturalness is negative and that the partici-
pants of this survey (except for the French) preferred the flavoured yoghurt over the yoghurt fla-
voured with fruit concentrate without aroma additives. Apart from France and Italy, this difference 
is statistically significant in all countries. 
 

Table 5: Means (standard deviations) of liking of yoghurt samples and sensory preference for 
naturalness per country 

Country 

Liking of yoghurt 
without additives 

mean (sd) 

Liking of flavoured 
yoghurt  

mean (sd) 

Sensory preference 
for naturalness 

mean (sd) Sig.1 
Italy  0.72 (1.40) 0.81 (1.40) -0.09 (1.47) 0.306 
Germany 0.35 (1.51) 0.55 (1.56) -0.20 (1.69) 0.018 
Switzerland 0.47 (1.50) 0.70 (1.38) -0.23 (1.73) 0.015 
Poland 0.40 (1.66) 0.78 (1.45) -0.38 (1.51) 0.000 
Netherlands -0.06 (1.60) 0.23 (1.50) -0.29 (1.51) 0.000 
France 0.53 (1.76) 0.53 (1.63) -0.00 (1.97) 0.648 
Pooled sample 0.41 (1.59) 0.60 (1.50) -0.19 (1.66) 0.000 

Notes: The scales of the variables “Liking of yoghurt without additives” and “Liking of flavoured yoghurt” range from  
-3 (I don’t like it at all) to +3 (I like it very much); the scale of the variable sensory preferences for naturalness ranges 
from -6 (strongest aversion) to +6 (strongest preference); 1: Wilcoxon test for paired samples. 

 

In summary, there is a positive attitude towards natural food in all study countries and a negative 
sensory preference for naturalness in almost all countries except for France. In order to test whether 
both are significantly linked, we calculate Spearman’s correlation between both aspects. Table 6 
shows that the correlation between the stated preference for naturalness and the sensory preference 
for the natural yoghurt in the blind test is close to zero for the total sample, indicating that no (lin-
ear) direct linkage exists between attitude towards naturalness and sensory preference for a yoghurt 
without aroma enhancer compared to one with flavour enhancer. However, taking into account sin-
gle countries, relatively weak significant positive correlations appear for Germany (r=0.13**) and 
Italy (r=0.11*). This leads to the conclusion that in these countries there is a slight tendency that the 
more positive the attitude towards naturalness, the stronger the sensory preference for the natural 
yoghurt. We do not obtain significant results for the remaining countries.  
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Table 6: Means of and correlations between attitude and sensory preference per country 

 
Sensory preference for naturalness 

mean (sd) 
Attitude towards naturalness 

mean (sd) Correlations 
F-value 1 2.02+ 35.66+++ - 
Italy  -0.09 (1.47) 0.26 (0.66) 0.11* 
Germany -0.20 (1.69) -0.19 (0.88) 0.13** 
Switzerland -0.23 (1.73) 0.04 (0.79) 0.05 
Poland -0.38 (1.51) 0.17 (0.89) 0.00 
Netherlands -0.29 (1.51) -0.48 (0.79) 0.04 
France -0.00 (1.97) 0.18 (0.80) 0.02 
Pooled sample -0.19 (1.66) 0.00 (0.85) 0.06*** 

Notes: 1: ANOVA tests; +: significant at the level of 0.1; +++; significant at the level of 0.01 *: Spearman’s correlation 
is significant on a level of 0.1 (two-sided); **: Spearman’s correlation is significant at the level of 0.05(two-sided); ***: 
Spearman’s correlation is significant at the level of 0.01(two-sided). 
 

Finally, we wanted to know how many participants, who stated agreement in regard to the avoidance 
of food additives, actually preferred sample 1 (strawberry yoghurt without aroma additives) to sample 
2 (strawberry yoghurt with flavour enhancer). Therefore, we categorised consumers based on their 
scores for sensory preference and on their agreement to the statement “I avoid all types of additional 
ingredients if possible”. Table 7 illustrates the distribution of consumers in a simple 3x3 matrix. First, 
it clearly confirms that the majority of consumers value the absence of additional ingredients (61.0%) 
and that there is only a small part, to which the reluctance of additives is not important (15.2%). 
Moreover, it indicates that only 19% of participants state that they like to avoid additives and simulta-
neously prefer the yoghurt sample without aroma additives, whereas almost one fourth of the total 
sample claims the absence of additives to be important, but reveals a sensory preference for the fla-
vour enhanced yoghurt sample in the blind test. According to the Kruskal-Wallis-test, there is a sig-
nificant association between the two ordinal variables (Chi-square=11.33; p<0.01).  

 

Table 7: Distribution of consumers according to their sensory preference and their attitude 
towards avoidance of additives 

A
vo

id
 a

dd
iti

ve
s 

agreement 24.9% 17.1% 19.0% 61.0% 

indifference 14.5% 8.4% 8.9% 31.8% 

disagreement 6.3% 4.2% 4.7% 15.2% 

Total 42.3% 27.4% 30.3% 100.0% 

  aversion indifference preference Total 

  Sensory preference for yoghurt without flavour enhancer 

Notes: disagreement < 0; agreement > 0; indifference = 0; aversion <0; preference >0  
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4 Discussion and conclusions 

As stated above, naturalness is a rather vague concept that is difficult to define although it is playing 
an increasing role in food marketing (Rozin, 2005, Siipi, 2013). From a consumer point of view, the 
factor analysis conducted in this study revealed that the dimension “naturalness” is composed of 
several aspects that seem to be quite diverse at first glance. However, previous research confirms 
that all these aspects are reasonably subsumed under naturalness. With regard to the highest loading 
item referring to the avoidance of additives, such as flavour enhancers, conservatives and col-
ourants, Roininen et al. (2001) and Schösler et al. (2013) also find this to be a characteristic of natu-
ralness. 

The second item takes into account the relevance of regional and traditional food. Schösler et al. 
(2013) report that consumers are more sensitive to the issue of familiarity, trust and geographical 
vicinity and strive for being connected with nature by consuming food that is native to their home 
region. Also, Kuznesof et al. (1997) and Murdoch and Miele (1999) conclude that locally recognis-
able foods convey proximity to nature to the consumer. Moreover, Hauser et al. (2011) reveal that 
traditional farming methods are important to consumers and related this issue to the value-
dimension authenticity/naturalness. In a literature review, Bazzani and Canavari (2013) emphasise 
the emergence of alternative food networks promoting traditional and local food production, quality 
and natural aspects of food as a response to the conventional and industrialised food stream. Find-
ings from this study also justify the relationship between the factor naturalness and the variable “I 
prefer food that tastes artisan/hand-crafted” that considers small-scale food production as opposed 
to industrialised food production. Autio et al. (2013) and Murdoch and Miele (1999) assert that 
standardised food is equated with unnatural food and, on the other hand that the craftsmanship of 
small producers stands for clean and pure food. Also, Goodman and Watts (1994) accuse conven-
tional industry of replacing “natural” production processes by industrial activities and of substitut-
ing natural products by standardised and industrialised ones. This idea is also promoted by the so 
called Slow Food Movement (Jones et al., 2003) 

The preference for freshness is measured by two variables. One of the variables also considers natu-
ralness in comparison with canned or frozen food products. Schösler et al. (2013) and Murdoch and 
Miele (1999) support the assumption that freshness can be understood as an important aspect of 
naturalness as opposed to food preservation, preparation and packaging. These minimise the impact 
of the biological or natural content of food products.  

The last item addresses the common association of naturalness with health, which is confirmed, 
e.g., by Rozin (2005), Guido et al. (2010), and Siipi (2013).  

One objective of this study was the exploration of the attitude towards naturalness in different 
European countries. Explanations for differences may be found in culture and tradition as well as in 
different structures of food supply chains. Italy and France, for instance, are known for their long-
lasting cultural and gastronomic traditions (Renting et al., 2003) combined with a high share of 
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small-scale family-run food businesses (Hingley & Sodano, 2010). Local food production and tradi-
tional artisanry are characteristic of these countries and inherit a less industrialised production of 
food, which may be perceived as closer to nature (Autio et al., 2013; Hauser et al., 2011; Murdoch 
& Miele, 1999; Schösler et al., 2013). Parrott et al. (2002) support this by determining two preva-
lent but not exclusive food cultures that divide northern and southern European countries. They 
suggest that in Northern Europe, great emphasis is placed on functionality-driven commodities, 
economic efficiency in food production and aspatial approaches to food quality, whereas Southern 
countries assign more value to local, traditional and artisanal production (ibid.). This is confirmed 
by our data. Italian and French consumers belong to those countries with the most positive attitude 
towards naturalness. They particularly value food that tastes artisan or hand-crafted more than other 
naturalness-aspects and also more than other countries (see Figure 2).  

The relatively high affinity towards naturalness among Polish consumers can be explained by the 
fact that industrial agriculture and food manufacturing are comparatively underdeveloped and 
strongly oriented towards traditional and old-fashioned methods with a low use of fertiliser and 
other chemicals (Bär, 2007; Kociszewska & Nowak, 2003; Nesterov, 2003; Platje, 2004). More-
over, Polish consumers have little trust in industrially produced agricultural products (Platje, 2004).  

On the contrary, Switzerland, Germany and particularly the Netherlands show comparatively low 
attitudes towards naturalness, which goes in line with the approach of alternative geography of food 
proposed by Parrott et al. (2002). Nevertheless, the relative low importance of naturalness in Swit-
zerland and Germany is somewhat surprising, since one might expect that their well-developed or-
ganic food markets are associated with a high demand for naturalness. However, this could also 
indicate that consumers from these countries distinguish between organic and natural food insofar 
as they do not necessarily attribute all aspects of naturalness to organic food products due to the 
conventionalisation of the organic food industry that has taken place in the last decades (Berlin et 
al., 2009; Eden et al., 2008; Pugliese et al., 2013). These consumers might be aware of the organic 
sector’s change from a niche market motivated by ideals, values and beliefs to an almost main-
stream trend that is manifested in de-regionalisation and strong incorporation within conventional 
food networks (Lockie & Lyons, 2002).  

Furthermore, the data reveals that the stated preference for naturalness among European organic 
consumers is detached from the actual sensory preference forit, measured in a blind test. Based on 
the assumption that participants associate flavour intensity to the usage of flavour enhancers render-
ing the product less natural, correlations between the two variables indicate that for most countries 
we cannot conclude that more naturalness-affine consumers actually prefer the taste of more natu-
rally flavoured yoghurt. Merely for Germany and Italy did we find weak positive correlations, 
which indicate only tendencies. Since for the remaining countries correlations are not significant, 
we have to assume that hypothesis of a relation between the attitude towards naturalness and the 
taste preference for natural yoghurt is not confirmed.  
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In the style of the attitude-behaviour-gap, we interpret this as an attitude-liking-gap, since attitude 
towards naturalness and taste preference for yoghurt without resp. with flavour enhancer are 
unlinked. Laureati et al. (2013) report similar results when analysing consumers’ liking of organic 
and conventional yoghurt in dependence of their sustainability-orientation. They find that sustain-
able consumers do not significantly prefer the organic yoghurt to the conventional one, under both 
blind and informed condition, but that they like both samples equally.  

In contrast to that, Fernqvist and Ekelund (2013) find positive correlations between the attitude to-
wards organic products and the taste of tomatoes labelled as organic, although these were rather 
weak. However, in this case the well-known label effect on sensory perception changes the frame-
work. 

In a literature review, Fernqvist and Ekelund (2014) analysed the effect of attitudes towards, interest 
in and consciousness for health on the liking of products with health claims. They conclude that in 
most cases there is no significant effect of health attitudes, interest or consciousness on hedonic 
ratings of products with a health claim. Only two studies reveal a positive influence and are thus in 
accordance with the findings of Fernqvist and Ekelund (2013). Nevertheless, these studies, apart 
from Laureati et al. (2013), differ in one important aspect from our analysis, namely that liking was 
evaluated under informed conditions (labelled test), thus not measuring the actual taste preference, 
but a perception that is presumably influenced by the organic label and the well known label impact 
(Hemmerling et al., 2013; Napolitano et al., 2010; Napolitano et al., 2010b). 

Reasons for the attitude-liking-gap may be due to consumers being used to flavour-enhanced food. 
According to the mere-exposure effect (Pliner, 1982), they might have built preferences for food 
that has a more intense flavour by being constantly exposed to (high) doses of aromas and flavour 
enhancers in the course of their lives. In general, existing literature (Saba et al., 1998; Shepherd et 
al., 1991/2a, 1991/2b; Tuorila, 1987) as well as the results of country comparisons in this article 
support the notion that taste highly depends on experience. Moreover, previous research asserts that 
sensory skills of consumers are weak (Wilton & Greenhoff, 1988; Greenhoff & MacFie, 1994). 
Thus, consumers might also have difficulties to distinguish a natural product from a flavour-
enhanced one. For example, we have to consider the likelihood that participants do not necessarily 
link a more intense flavour to the usage of flavour enhancers. We cannot exclude the possibility that 
they believe that yoghurt with natural strawberry concentrate has a more intense flavour than straw-
berry yoghurt with flavour enhancers.  

For the case when participants of the present study actually identified the natural sample but never-
theless preferred the flavoured one, it is possible that the taste perception simply overlaid the atti-
tude, which is also suggested by Rozin et al. (2004). Regarding this, several researchers emphasise 
the major importance of liking for the food choice by constituting that a food is unlikely to be eaten 
if its sensory properties are not perceived as positive (Furst et al., 1996; Hetherington & Rolls, 
1996; Steptoe et al., 1995). Accordingly, Tuorila and Pangborn (1988), Wardle (1993) and Wood-
ward et al. (1996) found out that liking was a stronger predictor of food consumption than health 
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beliefs. Negative consequences of unhealthy nutrition can be observed by the consumer and can 
seem to concern them, yet do not prevail in the influence liking has on food consumption. Contrary, 
negative consequences of unnatural eating habits are not scientifically proven and not apparent to 
the consumer, which gives even more reason to not despise a product that is perceived as better tast-
ing.  

The classification of test subjects displayed in Table 7 stresses the extent of the inconsistency in 
attitude and taste preference in a blind test framework. We observe that about 60% of participants 
revealed a high importance for naturalness, but only 19.0% actually prefer the taste of the yoghurt 
sample without aroma additives. 42.0% of the consumers consider the naturalness of food products 
to be important, but they do not show a preference for the natural option, which we assume is 
sensed by less flavour intensity. We presume that their ability to sensorially perceive that food taste 
may have been enhanced using ingredients not complying with a common definition of “natural” is 
weak.  

However, when purchasing food, the 42% of consumers, characterised by a difference between 
stated preferences and liking in a blind test, could rely on corresponding product descriptions. Al-
though taste has been commonly defined as an experience attribute that can be verified during con-
sumption (Darby & Karni, 1973; Grunert et al., 2004), the lack of ability to distinguish naturalness 
by tasting suggests that it should rather be considered partly as a credence attribute, at least for 
complex dimensions. In a real consumption situation, factors influencing the sensory evaluation of a 
product such as labels, origin, ingredient lists, brands, price and the context of consumption cannot 
be excluded (Enneking et al., 2007; Hemmerling et al., 2013; Kähkönen et al., 1995; Wansink & 
Park, 2002; Wansink et al., 2005). There is a reasonable chance that the evaluation of a food prod-
uct from this consumer group in a purchase and/or consumption situation is influenced more by 
extrinsic product information rather than by sensory properties. In this case, consumers may follow 
marketing signals and consequently buy the product with a natural claim. On the other hand, there is 
a chance of dissatisfaction and subsequent rejection on the part of the consumer, for example, when 
a product is advertised as natural but cannot fulfil consumers’ sensory expectations deriving from 
the claim.  

For companies in the natural market segment, the advertisement of naturalness should therefore not 
concentrate too much on taste aspects of a food product. Respecting that consumers’ sensory skills 
are limited and taste perception is easily suggestible, other product attributes that do not allow a 
highly subjective evaluation, such as production and processing methods as well as ingredients, 
could move in the focus of marketing claims instead. 

Also, the fact that the sample contains only organic consumers should be taken into account. Since 
one common purchase motive for organic food is the perception that it is more natural than conven-
tional food, we expected that the participants of this survey would reveal a stronger sensory prefer-
ence for the natural yoghurt sample than for the flavoured sample, due to presumably being more 
exposed to food that is produced with fewer unnatural ingredients. However, the results suggest that 
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European organic consumers are not particularly sensible to natural taste. This is confirmed by ad-
ditional analyses that found no relation between the sensory preference for naturalness and the fre-
quency with which organic food is consumed.  

Concluding, the present study demonstrates that (organic) consumers from different European coun-
tries have a positive attitude towards naturalness, however, that cannot predict the actual sensory 
liking of a product in a blind test. Thus, in the case of naturalness of yoghurt, which is assumed to 
be sensed by the degree of flavour intensity, there seems to be a difference between stated prefer-
ences and liking in a blind test. We label this effect as an attitude-liking-gap. 

For different reasons, more research is needed in this field. First, the convenience sample used for 
this analysis is not representative, but at least provides a useful starting point for further extensive 
analyses. Conclusions from this work must therefore be considered as hypotheses that should be 
tested with larger and representative samples. Second, in this study we exemplarily tested only one 
product category, strawberry-flavoured yoghurt. A broader range of products should be analysed for 
confirmation of the obtained results. Another point to consider in future research is the cross-
national context that may bring along the problem of varying usage of scales in different countries. 
Additionally, we obtain rather moderate values for the reliability of some factors. This may be due 
to the possibly inaccurate measurement of the concept of naturalness and of other food-related life-
style dimensions due to using a survey instrument that was not solely designed for this analysis. 
This stresses the need for a more extensive investigation of the concept of naturalness and its con-
tributing aspects.  

So far, marketing research and sensory analysis have traditionally been two separate disciplines. 
The findings of this paper suggest that a stronger linkage between both is essential, in order to un-
derstand consumer food choice behaviour, to develop new products and target-specific marketing 
strategies.  
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Abstract 

Purpose: In this study we develop an authenticity scale for food specialties considering both the 
subjective and the object-based dimensions of authenticity. We further measure its relationship with 
personality traits, such as consumer self-concept and identification with the product (antecedents), 
as well as with the consumption intention (consequences). 

Design/methodology/approach: Hypotheses were analysed by means of a structural equation 
model using AMOS. Calculations were based on data collected through an online survey of 138 
German respondents who were recruited by a consumer panel. 

Findings: Both subjective and object-based perceived authenticity significantly influence the pur-
chase intention. The subjective authenticity, which is affected by the consumer’s self-identification 
with the product and personality traits such as determination and passion, mediates object-based 
authenticity’s role. 

Research limitations/implications: The results presented in this paper will help to further under-
stand what influences the perception of authenticity of a traditional food product and how it affects 
purchase intentions. More influencing variables should be considered in future research. Also, the 
model should be tested for other product groups. Repeated analyses considering larger samples are 
necessary to confirm the presented results. 

Practical implications: A deeper understanding of what psychological and social factors affect the 
perception of a product’s authenticity is important for creating appropriate marketing strategies.  

Originality/value: The proposed model attempts to explain consumer behaviour by using existing 
psychological theories. Instead of dealing with either objective-based or individually perceived au-
thenticity dimensions, it considers both and tries to establish a linkage between them.  

Keywords:authenticity, traditional food specialties, food consumption, identification, underdog 

1 Introduction 

Consumers today have access to a greater number of food products than ever before, but not all 
products are considered as evenly authentic. The effects of the globalisation of agricultural markets 
are usually associated with a plethora of anonymous, standardised food products, which are referred 
to in the literature using terms such as fast-food infatuation (Jones et al., 2003) or McDonaldisation 
(Ritzer, 2000). However, as Lee and Wall (2012) point out, globalisation simultaneously has the 
contrasting effect of exposing and valorising the food specialties of even small producers, as these 
specialties are perceived as different, tastier and relevant for the consumer (Winter, 2003). Hence, 
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the abundance of products perceived as inauthentic is advantageous at times (Vannini and Williams, 
2009), because consumers increasingly begin to search for “something real from someone genuine, 
not a fake from some phony” (Gilmore and Pine, 2007).  

In this context, “the management of the customer perception of authenticity” turns out to be the 
main source of competitive advantage (Gilmore and Pine, 2007). As a matter of fact, studies devel-
oped to analyse the construct of authenticity have increased over the years, especially in the tourism 
literature, which is essentially due to the experiential nature of tourist services (Pine and Gilmore, 
1998). In contrast, in the food literature authenticity studies have predominantly focused on rules 
developed to assess the origin of food products from a bio-chemical perspective. Only a few stu-
dies, such as the one of Liao and Ma (2009) and Camus (2004), have surveyed the determinants of 
food authenticity from a consumer perspective. While there is a vast literature on authenticity theo-
ries, remarkably few scholars have provided empirical evidence on this subject by using a quantita-
tive research design, with the notable exception of Camus (2004). However, the latter does not 
measure the influence of perceived authenticity on consumption, leaving its value in economic 
terms unclear. 

In addition, authenticity research cannot refrain from including recent discoveries of psychology 
and consumer research.For instance, according to Paharia et al. (2011), consumers react positively 
when products are described with narratives that elicit feelings of passion and determination be-
cause it reflects so-called underdog attributes of their own personality. In this way, consumers who 
see themselves as underprivileged would be more likely to identify with a product described as an 
underdog competing against a giant embedded in the globalised market. Traditional food specialties 
are defined as products that are characterised by particular qualitative aspects and by a specific cul-
tural identity (Jordana, 2000). Small-scale operators often produce them, and as stated by Eden and 
Bear (2010), “‘small’ and ‘local’ are seen as essentially better and certainly more ethically sound 
than ‘big’ and ‘global’ in commercial terms”. Nevertheless, an analysis on the effect of personality 
traits on the perceived authenticity of food specialties has not been conducted yet.  

To this end, we developed an authenticity model and measured its relationship with personality 
traits (antecedents) as well as with consumption intention (consequences). Our model demonstrates 
that both subjective and object-related authenticities are essential dimensions to understand con-
sumer perception of product authenticity. Furthermore, the data confirms the highly important role 
of personality-related attributes since they help consumers to better identify with the product (Von 
Alvensleben, 2000; Orth et al., 2005). We finally argue that the use of such a model in marketing 
could better tailor speciality products by linking them to particular consumer typologies.  

Authenticity, consumer personality and consumption 

Many scholars address the effects of globalisation on consumers as a loss of identity, and conse-
quently, individuals in search of authenticity are in search of themselves (Price and Walker, 1991). 
The concept of the extended self, first coined by Belk (1988), is helpful to contextualise consumer 
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personality in the global marketplace. According to Belk, the act of buying a product does not only 
allow individuals to possess an object but also to project their own personality on that object, hence 
giving them the possibility to find themselves or who they would like to be (Bergadaà, 2008). For 
instance, in her analysis on perceived authenticity of art-related handcraft, she explains that con-
sumers do not purchase the object according to an economic logic but because they reflect their 
actual or desired personality (Bergadaà, 2008). The large body of literature on brands has even 
moved a little further by shifting the focus from the consumer personality to the product personality. 
According to this approach, humans confer anthropomorphic attributes to inanimate objects reach-
ing in this way a high degree of identification with them (Bech-Larsen, 2007; Bruhn et al., 2012).  

Against this background, the role of perceived authenticity appears crucial in bonding together con-
sumer and product personalities, thus mediating between consumer identification and consumption. 
Until now, only one study has succeeded to measure the positive value of authenticity on consump-
tion (Castéran and Roederer, 2013). However, in the field of food consumption, no studies have 
been conducted so far. 

Profiling the consumer of localised food products 

In psychological research, recent discoveries of Paharia et al. (2011) show a particularly strong and 
positive effect on the consumption of products when these are described as “underdogs”, i.e., made 
by producers of comparatively humble origins, who have eventually reached success, thanks to their 
determination and passion. Furthermore, the authors demonstrate that in some circumstances the 
underdog effect is particularly strong, such as when it is mediated by consumers’ identification with 
the product and when consumers “strongly self-identify as underdogs” (Paharia et al., 2011). 

Although the communicative strategy of the underdog narratives is used also by big enterprises like 
Apple, in this study we claim that local products are particularly suitable candidates to be associated 
with underdogs. Especially unknown food specialties, produced by small-scale businesses and in 
traditional ways, carry by definition the attributes of humble beginnings and noble struggles against 
(stronger) adversaries. Furthermore, with regard to consumers with a positive attitude towards local 
products (Steenkamp and de Jong, 2010), we claim that especially consumers who identify them-
selves as intrinsically passionate may be attracted by local unknown food specialties. 

2 The debate on authenticity 

In the previous paragraphs, we introduced the relationship between local food consumers and their 
intention to consume food specialities. Thereby, we individuated some psychological traits as facili-
tators in the perception of food authenticity. Since the latter is vehemently debated in the consumer 
literature, in the remainder of the paper, we offer a systematisation of the concept of authenticity of 
traditional food specialties and we propose a model to measure its dimensions and its influence on 
consumption intention.  
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Subjective authenticity of traditional food 

A large number of studies document an increasing interest in local and traditional food (Eden and 
Bear, 2010; Kneafsey, 2010; Winter, 2003), which has turned many traditional specialties into heri-
tage food and food items into icons of past agrarian life (Jones et al., 2003). Such “cultural turn into 
agriculture” (Winter, 2005) cannot fully be understood without a review of the multiple associations 
that individuals attach to local food (Kneafsey, 2010). As a consequence of repeated food scandals 
(Albersmeier et al., 2009), as well as the increasing dependence of individuals to convenience food 
(Alonso, 2010), consumers feel they have lost the knowledge necessary to make discerning deci-
sions about the multiple dimensions of quality (Jaffe and Gertler, 2006), termed by many scholars 
as consumer food illiteracy or consumer deskilling (Alonso, 2010; Jaffe and Gertler, 2006). The 
embeddedness of local food in re-territorialised, alternative agro-food networks (Ilbery and Kneaf-
sey, 1999; Ilbery, 2005; Winter, 2005) encourages the re-establishment of trust and confidence in 
food products (Tregear et al., 2007; Halweil, 2004) and contributes to rural and social development 
(Goodman, 2004). 

Thus, local food is not only seen as a simple commodity (Marsden, 1998; Marsden et al., 2002) but 
also as a way to establish close relationships among consumers and producers while empowering 
the local community. In fact, being mainly commercialised through direct sales channels, local food 
products usually display higher economic returns with retention of profits within the community 
and increment social interactions between consumers and producers (Goodman, 2004). In addition, 
food products produced via small-scale domestic manufacture are often produced without the use of 
additives and involve a high degree of manual work. This artisanal character is often attractive to 
consumers because they perceive it as a creative (Sidali et al., 2013) and intimate culinary artefact 
(Ananieva and Holm, 2006), as demonstrated by the vast literature on embodiment and sensuality in 
relation to food (Holloway et al., 2007).  

In addition, although many scholars warn of the negative consequences derived from a simplistic 
equalling of local with quality (Edwards-Jones, 2008; Winter, 2003), the positive halo-effect of lo-
cal food has been repeatedly confirmed. For instance, Kneafsey (2010) reports that local food prod-
ucts are something preferred a priori to larger scales products. Liao and Ma (2009), in their qualita-
tive study on heterogeneous consumers, reveal the existence of a cluster of individuals that appreci-
ate authentic products because of their perceived aura of purity. Finally, recent studies point out that 
consumers tend to associate local food with environmental protection, animal welfare (Fonte, 2008; 
Sidali et al., 2013) and other sustainability issues. In this regard, Lee and Wall (2012) present a 
framework to successfully establish a food cluster. In this framework, environmentally friendly 
strategies attract consumers searching for authentic products, thus acting as a facilitator for the crea-
tion of the food cluster.  
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Object-based authenticity of traditional food 

According to Steenkamp and de Jong (2010), a culture of consumption deals with products con-
sumed across place and time. Accordingly, we refer to the product-specific, temporal and spatial 
attributes to systemise object-based authenticity. 

Quality claims concerned with the method of production, such as “traditional production method” 
or “traditional recipe” are credence attributes; therefore, they are not verifiable by the end user (Ko-
lar and Zabkar, 2010; Nelson, 1970). Accordingly, quality state-run labels, such as organic or geo-
graphical indications, or private labels, such as the Slow Food Label, are important to safeguard the 
credibility of the claims. As a result, in conventional supply-chains food companies have started to 
develop product lines whose marketing and labelling strategies evoke credence attributes such as 
traditional homemade methods (Jolly, 1999).  

Furthermore, temporary references also serve to reinforce consumers’ perceived authenticity of a 
product. For instance, if a company can demonstrate some form of tradition that it has preserved 
over the years, it increasingly enhances the perceived objective authenticity of the product (Gilmore 
and Pine, 2007; Liao and Ma, 2009). Similarly, stating the first year of production seems to also be 
an effective way to increase the product’s authenticity in the eyes of consumers. Hence, the legiti-
mising power of history is so strong (Comaroff and Comaroff, 2009) that no ‘authenticitisation’ 
process can ignore it, not even at the level of international politics (e.g., heritage list of UNESCO) 
or industry, as confirmed by the existence of consultancies merely specialised in history marketing 
(e.g., iwf (Institute for Corporate and Economic History, Hamburg/Germany). Finally, regarding the 
spatial dimension, many scholars affirm that a known local origin is the most important attribute 
authenticating a product (Beverland, 2005; Groves, 2001; Kuznesof et al., 1997; Lewis and Bridger, 
2001).  

3 Proposed theoretical framework 

In the following, we propose a model to measure food (subjective and object-based) authenticity as 
well as to identify its relevant determinants and its consequence on consumption intention. As ex-
plained in detail in the remainder of the paper, we will test the following proposition: passionate 
and determined consumers will feel an identity with a food specialty thereby generating an indivi-
dually constructed idea of authenticity about the product (subjective authenticity). The latter will 
positively contribute to a perception of object-based authenticity with the product, eventually result-
ing in an intention of consuming the mentioned specialty.  
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also be applied in this context, since it hypothesises that meaning moves from a good to its con-
sumer supporting the creation and expression of self-identity. This leads to the second hypothesis: 

 

H2: The higher the identification with the niche product is, the higher the individually con-
structed authenticity. 

 

Individually constructed authenticity and object-based authenticity 

Although the study of authenticity has led to many conceptualisations and different definitions, the 
particular relevance of the subjective dimension of perceived authenticity seems to find a higher 
consensus among scholars (Camus, 2004; Castéran & Roederer, 2013). For instance, Franchi (2011) 
and Marsden (1998) demonstrated how affective dimensions related to food such as emotions and 
values can significantly influence mental images and even the sensory perception of food. Likewise, 
subjective authenticity may reinforce the mental images that consumers have of a food specialty 
regarding its perceived product’s settings (place, method of production, quality and time). This con-
cern is addressed in the following hypothesis: 

 

H3: The individually constructed authenticity has a significant and positive influence on ob-
ject-based authenticity. 

 

Consumption 

A plethora of studies point out that authenticity is a purchase argument and an important issue for 
marketing (Beverland, 2005; Lunardo and Guerinet, 2007; Gilmore and Pine, 2007). As demon-
strated by Castéran and Roederer (2013) in the field of tourism, we also expect that a positive per-
ception of object-related authenticity of a food specialty leads to a positive intention to consume it 
in the future, as constituted in H4: 

 

H4: The object-based authenticity has a significant and positive influence on the stated in-
tention to consume the niche product. 
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4 Study design and methods 

Measurement development 

In order to test the hypotheses a soft cheese from a low mountain range in the southwest of Germa-
ny, the Odenwald, was chosen as an example of an underdog product. This regional specialty has a 
long tradition dating back to the 18th century. Nowadays, it is produced by only one local family-
run diary following its traditional artisan procedure. The cheese’s name, Odenwälder 
Frühstückskäse (breakfast cheese from the Odenwald), has been protected by the European Union 
since 1997 as a PDO (protected designation of origin)-product. The cheese is hardly known beyond 
the region’s borders. For this reason, participants received the following informative text in Ger-
man, on the basis of which they had to evaluate subsequent statements regarding the product.  

“Britta and Kurt Kohlhage own the Hüttenthal Dairy in the Odenwald region. They produce the 
Odenwälder Frühstückskäse using milk only from the Odenwald region. Since this cheese stems 
from an ancient recipe, the European Union protects it with the PDO (Protection Designation of 
Origin) label. Although they are the last producers of this cheese specialty, Mr and Mrs Kohlhage 
don’t do it because of the label. Of course they are proud to produce it, but they remain down to 
earth. ‘The regional authorities of Giessen decided to help us in gaining the protection, we don’t 
know anything about bureaucracy involved’ they say, adding ‘we only care about cheese and not 
about the label. But because the authorities took care of the application process, we went along 
with it. Now we see that the customers like this authentic cheese, and we’re happy about that.’” 

The questionnaire was composed of three main parts: socio-demographics, product-related 
attributes and a self-assessment of being passionate and determined. With respect to product-related 
attributes, the respondents had to evaluate different properties of the Odenwälder Frühstückskäse 
regarding its origin, production, quality and originality. Moreover, they had to assess the perceived 
identity/personality of the cheese as well as of the dairy where it is produced. The majority of items 
were taken from scales that measure the authenticity of food products and that were originally ap-
plied by Camus (2003) and Maille and Camus (2006). Respondents also had to state the frequency 
and intention of their consumption of the study cheese. Items regarding the self-assessment of being 
passionate and determined were taken from the underdog scale developed by Paharia et al. (2011) 
and partly modified. Finally, respondents were asked to provide common socio-demographic in-
formation.  

Data collection and research sample 

After pretesting the questionnaire with about 20 respondents and conducting some minor changes, 
the study was designed as an online survey in Germany in December 2012 using the software 
Unipark. All items were randomised. For the analysis presented here, a sample of 150 participants 
was used. The sample was recruited via a consumer panel. Screening out the respondents who took 
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less than five minutes to fill out the entire questionnaire led to a cleaned sample (n=138). In order to 
participate in the study, respondents had to be at least 18 years old and had to state at least an occa-
sional consumption of cheese. We strived for a sample that is representative for the German popula-
tion with regard to age, gender and income. Almost half of the sample was male and the average 
age was 49 years. 43.5% of the respondents earn below 1501€ per month, 22.5% earn between 
1501€ and 2000€, and 34% earn more than 2000€. 27.5% of all participants have a university-
entrance diploma and nearly 12% have an academic degree. The rest of the sample has a lower edu-
cational level. About one third live in small cities with up to 30,000 inhabitants, and almost one half 
live in big cities. 28% of all participants are singles, 45% share their household with one other per-
son. The majority does not have any children. Descriptive statistics were calculated with IBM SPPS 
Statistics 21. 

5 Results 

Measurement model 

As shown in Table 1, the measurement model consists of four measurement variables for passion, 
three for identification, five for subjective authenticity, six for objective authenticity and one for 
intent to consume.  

The measurement model possesses a one-dimensional measurement of constructs such that each 
observed variable is related to a single latent variable (Anderson and Gerbing, 1988). By means of 
second-generation criteria (e.g., indicator and construct reliability, variance extracted), we further 
analysed whether variables in the model that exceed or are very close to the minimal threshold indi-
cated in the literature. The indicators appear to be reliable (indicator reliability above or close to the 
threshold of 0.40), and the values for composite reliability are above the critical limit of 0.60. Re-
garding the average variance extracted (AVE), passion is close to the critical limit of 0.50, while all 
the other constructs have good reliability (see Table 1).  

We also tested the model for convergent and discriminant validity. All t-values of the indicator 
loadings on the respective latent variables are statistically significant, thus convergent validity is 
supported. Discriminant validity is assessed with a 2-test for pairs of latent variables with a con-
straining correlation coefficient between two latent variables set to 1. All unconstrained models 
have a significantly lower value of 2 than the constrained models. This leads to the conclusion that 
discriminant validity is supported. The results of the confirmatory factor analysis show that the hy-
pothesised measurement model fits the data reasonably well and the overall fit indices are appropri-
ate. The goodness-of-fit indices for the measurement model are within the conventional ranges (see 
Table 1). 
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Table 1: Overall CFA for the measurement model (n=138) 

Construct and indicators1

Standar-
dised load-
ing  
(t-value)

Construct 
and indicator 
reliability 

Average variance 
extracted 

Passion 
I always stay determined even when I lose. 

 
0.84 

0.79 
0.70 

0.49 

Compared to others, I am more passionate about 
my goals. 

0.66 (5.82) 0.44  

Even when I’ve failed I have not lost hope. 0.65 (5.72) 0.42  
When others expect me to fail I do not quit. 0.62 (5.50) 0.38  
Identification with product 
This cheese fits with my life and my shopping 

style. 

 
0.92 

0.87 
0.85 

0.70 

I can identify with this cheese. 0.86 (9.90) 0.74  
This product is the expression of myself. 0.72 (8.17) 0.52  
Subj. authenticity 
This product protects the biodiversity in the re-

gion. 

 
0.81 

0.93 
0.66 

0.74 

This product embodies moral purity. 0.80 (9.14) 0.64  
This product is trustworthy. 0.90 (11.02) 0.82  
This product is artisanal. 0.89 (10.81) 0.80  
This product supports the region. 0.90 (10.95) 0.81  
Obj. authenticity 
I can imagine where this cheese is produced. 

 
0.74 

0.91 
0.54 

0.64 

I am sure that the quality of this product is above 
average. 

0.84 (8.31) 0.70  

I can imagine how this cheese is produced. 0.71 (6.99)   
I am sure that this cheese is made in a traditional 

way (traditional method). 
0.88 (8.76) 0.78  

I am sure that all the ingredients come from the 
Odenwald region. 

0.81 (8.07) 0.66  

These cheese-makers are also oriented to preserve 
tradition. 

0.80 (7.91) 0.64  

Consumption (stated intention)2 
I will (further) consume this cheese in the future. 

 -  - - 

Notes: 1: 5-point rating scale (1=totally disagree to 5=totally agree); 2:tests not possible for one-item construct. 

 

Structural model 

Following the proposed measurement model of this study, an empirical structural equation model 
was developed in order to test whether the hypothesised theoretical model is consistent with the 
collected data. The model includes the exogenous latent variable passion and the endogenous latent 
variables of identification, subjective authenticity, objective authenticity and consumption (seeFig-
ure 1). It is worth noting that identification is explained by passion, subjective authenticity by iden-
tification, objective authenticity by subjective authenticity and intention to consume by objective 
authenticity. In the following, the percentage of variation in the endogenous factors accounted for 
by the exogenous factors is reported. The exogenous variable of passion can explain 21% of the 
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variation in identification while the latter explains 45% of the variation in subjective authenticity. 
Furthermore, 90% of variation in objective authenticity is explained by subjective authenticity. Fi-
nally, 23% of the variation in intention to consume is explained by objective authenticity. 

Our model not only explains significant amounts of the variation in the endogenous variables, but it 
also displays goodness-of-fit indices within an acceptable range. The Satorra-Bentler scaled 2 is 
not significant ( 2=171, df=149, p=0.106). The fit between the structural model and data was evalu-
ated by different types of measures such as the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), 
the comparative fit index (CFI) and normed fit index (NFI). All fit statistics measures are within an 
acceptable range (RMSEA=0.04, GFI=0.85, NFI=0.878, CFI=0.982). We tested the hypotheses by 
examining the sign, size and statistical significance of the structural coefficients. The hypotheses 
about the relationship among the constructs tested in the final model are supported (see Table 2). 
The parameter estimates for the relationship of passion with identification is statistically significant 
and consistent with the proposed direction of the hypothesis (H1). The effect of identification on 
subjective authenticity is significant and positive (H2) as well as for subjective authenticity on ob-
jective authenticity (H3). The effect of the latter on consumer (H4) is positive and significant. The 
magnitude of the coefficient scores indicates that subjective authenticity has the largest influence on 
objective authenticity, while passion displays the weakest influence on identification. Furthermore, 
Sobel’s test indicates a significant indirect effect for subjective authenticity on consumption inten-
tion through object-based authenticity (b=0.59***, t=3.96) indicating full mediation of the latter on 
consumption intention. 

 

Table 2: Test of hypotheses 

Path 
Proposed 
direction 

Unstandardised path 
coefficients (t-test) Result 

H1: Passion positively influences identifi-
cation + 0.57 (3.87) Supported 

H2: Identification positively influences 
subjective authenticity + 0.63 (6.46) Supported 

H3: Subjective authenticity positively 
influences object-based authenticity + 0.84 (4.84) Supported 

H4: Object-based authenticity positively 
influences consume intention + 0.70 (4.60) Supported 

6 Discussion 

The scope of this article was to developed an authenticity model for niche products that relates food 
properties associated with the perceived origin of food (so-called object-based authenticity) to more 
intangible characteristics that derive from the mind-set of individuals (i.e., individually constructed 
authenticity and identity). Our model confirms that both subjective and object-based authenticity 
co-exist and are essential dimensions in understanding consumer perception of product authenticity. 
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In previous literature, both are treated as contrasting concepts (Grayson and Martinec, 2004; Rei-
singer and Steiner, 2006). However, our study suggests that they should be considered as two self-
contained dimensions that both contribute to the understanding of perceived authenticity.  

Apart from that, the study substantially contributes to existing marketing literature, demonstrating 
the importance of personality-related attributes that help consumers to better identify with the prod-
uct (Von Alvensleben, 2000; Orth et al., 2005). Existing literature shows that identification with a 
product or organisation affects purchase intention, for instance in the case of green consumption. 
However, research on psychological dimensions that drive the identification with a product and 
influence the perception of authenticity of traditional food specialities mediating purchase behav-
iour is scarce. Our study addresses this research gap.  

By doing so, it motivates a more comprehensive perspective of food consumption in general. Con-
sumers that view themselves as underdogs tend to identify with products that convey the same im-
age and perceive them as more authentic. This leads finally to an increased purchase intention, as 
suggested by the underdog-effect (Paharia et al., 2011). Findings indicate that deeply anchored psy-
chological concepts (i.e., passion and determination) and emotions and memories elicited by these 
concepts play a significant role in the complex process of making a food choice. This is in line with 
Franchi (2011) who emphasises that food choices are not a rational or conscious cognitive exercise, 
but that food consumption rather involves multiple emotional dimensions that often root themselves 
in an individual’s history and memory. Existing research also suggest that the product or the com-
pany producing it do not force a product image, but that it is rather a bilateral process that highly 
involves the consumers’ psyche. They are also in accordance with existing literature (Franchi, 2011; 
Liao and Ma, 2009) claiming that food is not only valued for its utility or function as a commodity, 
but that it has also a symbolic, social and cultural significance.  

Findings additionally imply that consumers associate a niche product’s perceived authenticity with 
the image of its producer being underprivileged, most likely in comparison with global players in a 
highly competitive food industry. This can be understood as an expression of opposition towards 
the advancing industrialisation and intensification of agriculture and hence as an expression of a 
desire for a more nostalgic and traditional production of food. Autio et al. (2013) emphasise the 
common notion that consumers more and more disagree with industrial global food production sys-
tems, which they perceive as harmful in terms of personal health, general social justice and envi-
ronmental justice. Outka (2009) adds that nostalgic authenticity is perceived as being separated 
from the mass market and the factory system. Purchasing authentic products from a traditional 
small-scale and artisan production can therefore be seen as an escape from the conventional mar-
ketplace into the niche market (Autio et al., 2013). This thought may also explain the statistical sig-
nificance of the proposed model, despite the fact that the tested regional specialty and its producers 
were most likely unknown to the survey participants. The informative text given in the interview 
seemed to be capable of eliciting values and sentiments that are not limited to people living in the 
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same region and knowing the product, but that are generally shared by consumers. This suggests 
that such a model is also applicable for other traditional or regional food specialties.  

Moreover, although we focused our investigations on traditional food specialties, the fundamental-
ity of the analysed psychological dimensions suggests that they may also be relevant for other cate-
gories of food, e.g., other niche-products with high quality characteristics, such as organic food, or 
even for conventional products. We are aware that passion and determination represents only small 
parts of the human psyche and that further psychological constructs should be considered in future 
research.  

Other limitations have to be considered for the interpretation of the data and for future research. Our 
ultimate dependent variable, stated intention to consume, displayed low explained variance (ad-
justed R²=0.23). One possible explanation is that further relevant factors have not been included in 
the model. For instance, Kim et al. (2012) claim that there are numerous identities that a person 
might use. With respect to this, further psychological dimensions have to be investigated in order to 
find out which consumers’ identities match the image of a product and whether, or how, these influ-
ence the perception of authenticity and consequently consumption behaviour. Furthermore, the 
quantitative measurement needs to be validated with a larger sample of consumers. Finally, as this 
study was based on only one product, it would be interesting to also check the model with further 
niche products to see whether the model may be confirmed. Finally, we argue that the use of such a 
model could better tailor speciality products by linking them to particular consumer typologies. 
Thus, in order to develop a measurement concept for product authenticity, more work has to be 
done. 

7 Conclusions 

This article substantially contributes to the academic literature due to its high degree of innovation. 
First, relatively little research has been done on the authenticity of food products as well as on tradi-
tional food specialties that use the EU labelling schemes, PDO (protection designation of origin) or 
PGI (protected geographical indication). As stated above, authenticity is a concept not easy to grasp 
and define, neither for the consumer nor for the researcher. The proposed model can be viewed as a 
first attempt to encourage more research in this field. Moreover, PDOs and PGIs have relatively 
recently been introduced and have not gained much attention in theory or in practice so far. The 
proposed model is a first approach towards a deeper understanding of consumer behaviour with 
regard to these schemes. In order to gain more knowledge about how the consumer perceives these 
schemes and how marketing strategies can effectively incorporate them, such research is necessary. 
Besides, a quantitative approach that uses multivariate statistics to establish causalities between 
psychological concepts and consumption behaviour in the context of certified traditional food spe-
cialties is new. Finally, the study offers potential for extension in terms of the conceptualisation and 
the methodology. With respect to the former, other product categories and niches or market seg-
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ments can be considered. Concerning the latter, causalities to other psychological constructs that 
affect the creation or strengthening of identification should be analysed. 

Based on these, various implications emerge for practitioners. The obtained findings can help man-
agers and producers develop strategies and ideas on how to use the concept of identification for 
marketing purposes. Increasing the consumers’ identification with a product can have the desired 
effect to retain customers and foster their loyalty (Bhattacharya et al., 1995). Finally, this will lead 
to the overall objective, to increase sales.  

However, it should be stressed that with focus on the here tested cheese product we can conclude 
that the used communication tool, i.e., the text containing facts about the history, the character and 
the production methods of the company, reveals to be effective. It reinforces the identification of 
the consumer with the product and thereby increases purchase intention. The fact that consumers 
value the authenticity of products, which we interpret as one sign of increasing skepticism or oppo-
sition towards industrialised and intensified agriculture as well as globalisation, seems to be a prom-
ising approach for the marketing strategies of small-scale companies that produce traditional food 
specialties. Thus, producers/marketers should strongly communicate authenticity and also their 
“underdog-story” and try to develop meaningful communication messages. However, a more care-
ful analysis of the effectiveness of such communication tools is necessary.  

Apart from a narrative information text, other strategies can be applied to strengthen the consumers’ 
identification with a product. For instance, enabling consumers to visit the production place can 
enhance trust and perceived closeness to the producer, which are essential for a positive customer-
producer relationship. A similar possibility to stimulate customer involvement is courtyard festivals. 
Moreover, communicating additional values apart from authenticity, such as environmental friendly 
production, animal welfare or social responsibility, can also be useful in order to strengthen the 
bond to existing customers and attract new ones. 
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Summary 

This dissertation intends to investigate consumer behaviour with a special emphasis on the influ-
ence of sensory food attributes and consumers’ preferences for them. It highlights the relevance of 
consumers’ sensory perception and preferences for the research of food choices and indicates the 
need for a stronger integration of sensory analysis in food marketing research. This research con-
cern is explored by using the organic food market as an example. Due to its quality and premium 
orientation, the organic market offers great potentials for differentiation strategies based on sensory 
properties. Through a comprehensive and systematic literature review of international research on 
organic food consumption behaviour, we discover the role that sensory aspects had played until 
now in organic marketing research and reveal the need for more sensory-oriented consumer re-
search. Based on this, in the context of six European organic markets, consumers’ stated prefe-
rences and actual sensory preferences are explored, shedding light on the role they play in consump-
tion behaviour. In addition to sensory preferences, the dissertation offers insights into a further per-
ceptual construct that appears to be relevant for consumer behaviour, namely the perceived authen-
ticity of traditional food specialties.  

This concluding section presents the main findings of the six research articles comprising the disser-
tation and outlines some implications for marketing and research. Moreover, it evaluates the limita-
tions of the included studies from which further need for research is derived.  

Remarks on the main findings 

This section provides an overview and discussion of the main findings of each of the three chapters. 
With regard to the literature review presented in chapter I, reference is only made to those outcomes 
that are related to the research concern of this dissertation. 

Relevance of sensory perception in organic food consumption 

By screening English peer-reviewed articles that were published between 2000 and 2011 in scien-
tific journals, 279 studies dealing with organic food consumption behaviour were systematically 
selected and analysed. This literature review (“Consumption behaviour regarding organic food 
from a marketing perspective – A systematic literature review”) enables us to estimate the role that 
taste and other sensory attributes play in consumer behaviour and marketing research. With regard 
to the former, a common finding from a large part of the analysed literature is that consumers from 
different countries around the world mainly associate a good or, relative to conventional products, a 
better taste with organic food, which is also revealed as one of the most important purchasing crite-
ria besides health and environmental benefits. Also, a good or better appearance is attributed to the 
mentioned perceptions and beliefs about organic food, although it is stated seldom as the most im-
portant purchasing motive. However, the role that appearance plays in consumers’ organic food 
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choices is not clear, since there are some, although relatively few, consumers who perceive organic 
food as worse looking. Thus, for some consumers the appearance of organic food represents a bar-
rier to purchase it. Not only with regard to appearance but also to the sensory attributes smell and 
texture, which are hardly distinctly discussed, there is room for further research. 

Apart from studies investigating how consumers generally perceive organic food and what product 
attributes are relevant to them, relatively few publications explicitly investigate the sensory percep-
tion of organic food. Some of these examine the actual liking of organic food products under blind 
conditions, whereas others analyse the effect of information on the taste evaluation. Three studies 
also quantify the effect of sensory perception on the willingness to pay. Table 1 provides an over-
view of the main results of these articles.  

Table 1 demonstrates the high heterogeneity of the findings, stressing that the claim that organic 
food tasting better than conventional food is not true per se, but highly depends on different factors. 
Not only the investigated product category, but also the survey locations are important aspects to 
consider for interpretation. Due to differing experimental designs and conditions, the extent to 
which the results can be generalised is therefore highly limited.  

In summary, article I confirms the widespread notion that taste is an important factor to consumers 
when purchasing organic food. With respect to the role played by sensory preferences in marketing 
research, the outcomes suggest that this issue has received relative little attention. A large amount 
of evidence exists for the apparent relevance of taste compared to other product properties of or-
ganic food choices. However, detailed information about the specific preferences for organic food 
properties is not available and research into the effects of sensory perception and preferences on 
consumer behaviour with regard to organic food is scarce, since only three of the 279 reviewed 
studies directly link both aspects.  
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Table 1: Findings of the literature review with regard to sensory preferences 

Attribute Main findings Authors (year of publicati-
on) Country Product 

Actual sensory preferences (testing under blind conditions) 

Taste 

Higher scores for organic 
quality 

Annett et al. (2008) 
Kihlberg & Risvik (2007) 

Canada 
Sweden Bread 

Revilla et al. (2008) Spain Lamb meat 
Fillion & Arazi (2002) England Orange juice 
Napolitano et al. (2010a) Italy Beef 

Higher scores for conven-
tional quality Markus et al. (2011) Canada Beef 

No significant difference 
between organic and con-
ventional quality 

Martin & Rasmussen (2011) Arizona Wine 
Napolitano et al. (2010b) Italy Cheese 
Fillion & Arazi (2002) England Milk 

Influenced sensory preferences (testing under informed conditions) 

Taste 

Positive organic informati-
on effect 

Di Monaco et al. (2007)  Italy Soup 
Napolitano et al. (2010a) Italy Beef  
Napolitano et al. (2010b) Italy Cheese 
Annett et al. (2008) Canada Bread 

No organic information 
effect Poelman et al. (2008) England, 

Netherlands Pineapple 

Negative organic informa-
tion effect Tagbata and Sirieix (2008) France Chocolate 

Effect of sensory perception on the willingness to pay (WTP) 

Taste 

Positive relationship be-
tween WTP and expected 
liking (stated liking after 
provision of information) 
for organic beef and cheese, 
whereas actual liking (lik-
ing before provision of 
information) is not signifi-
cantly correlated with it. 

Napolitano et al. (2010a) 
Napolitano et al. (2010b) Italy Beef, cheese 

Appearance 

WTP a premium for organ-
ic apples decreases as the 
level of spots on the organ-
ic apples increases. 

Yue et al. (2009) Iowa Apples 

 

Sensory preferences 

A plethora of research reveals that consumers claim taste to be of paramount importance when pur-
chasing organic food. However, the majority of these studies do not account for the compex role 
that sensory preferences play in consumer behaviour. Chapter II attempts to fill this research gap by 
proposing some ways of approaching this topic.  
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The analysis of stated preferences provides valuable insights into preference patterns of organic 
consumers. First, article II.1 (“Cross-national sensory segments in the organic market based on 
stated preferences for the five basic tastes”) shows that similar patterns of general taste preferences 
exist across countries. Considering not only the spatial distance but also cultural differences be-
tween the six studied European countries, this is an interesting result. Second, it highlights that or-
ganic consumers of the same country have different taste preferences, revealing the need and the 
potential for product differentiation. Moreover, the identified taste segments differ significantly in 
their age, their country membership and their organic food consumption frequency. Particularly the 
latter finding suggests that organic food consumption affects taste preferences. The article II.2 
(“Core organic taste: Preferences for sensory attributes of organic food among European consum-
ers”) investigates this issue in depth by testing the application of the so called “core organic taste”, 
a set of different taste attributes that are characteristic for organic food. The assumption that organic 
food consumers, presumably driven by the organic movement philosophy, have a preference for a 
core organic taste cannot be confirmed in general. Most countries show preferences only for single 
attributes, which moreover vary between countries. Only for Germany and Switzerland there is the 
tendency that consumers prefer the proposed core organic taste. These findings indicate the high 
importance of considering cultural aspects when dealing with more specific food attributes of con-
sumers from different countries.  

Taking into consideration that in a real purchase situation consumers usually cannot taste the prod-
uct before buying it, previously made sensory experiences, which form quality expectations and 
consequently stated preferences, are the basis for a buying decision (Grunert, 2002). Nevertheless, it 
is also important to know the factors that influence the evaluation of taste perceptions. In order to 
approach this question, blind and labelled sensory tests of strawberry yoghurt were performed. The 
main result of article II.3 (“Organic food labels as a signal of sensory quality – insights from a 
cross-cultural consumer survey”) indicates the existence of an organic label effect, i.e., the organic 
label improving the sensory perception of a product. The main outcome of article II.4 (“Preference 
for naturalness of European organic consumers – First evidence of an attitude-liking-gap”) sug-
gests that organic consumers prefer flavour-enhanced yoghurt, which we define as “unnatural” 
compared to the natural unflavoured yoghurt, although they have a positive attitude towards natu-
ralness. Thus, without product information, consumers prefer the flavour-enhanced yoghurt. How-
ever, knowing that the yoghurt is organically produced, consumers prefer the yoghurt without fla-
vour enhancer. On the one hand, these findings highlight the power of marketing claims over con-
sumers’ sensory preferences, especially due to consumers assigning a lot of value to the taste of 
food. On the other hand, they underline the superior role of sensory preferences, since attitudes 
seem to lose relevance when being confronted with the actual sensory liking. 

The fact that product information and labels are capable of affecting the perception of taste reflects 
the existing relationship between sensory perception and marketing in praxis. A stronger link be-
tween marketing and sensory research is therefore necessary in order to better understand these ef-
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fects and to determine under which conditions they can be maximised, i.e., for what product types, 
in which countries and with what additional product information.  

Excursus 

The excursus (“Developing an authenticity model of traditional food specialties: does the self-
concept of consumers matter”) explores another perceptual dimension of consumer behaviour that 
adds to the complexity of food choices, particularly in the case of products like traditional food spe-
cialties that have an added emotional, cultural and/or social value.  

The findings reveal that the consumer’s identification with a niche product has a positive effect on 
its perceived authenticity. In this study, the personality traits passion and determination are ana-
lysed, based on the assumption that these characteristics are also ascribed to niche products, which 
are most likely perceived as passionate and determined to overcome difficult situations confronted 
with in the globalised food market. Thus, consumers that view themselves as passionate and deter-
mined tend to identify with products that convey the same image, and they perceive them as more 
authentic, leading finally to an increased purchase intention. Although the investigations focused on 
traditional food specialties, the fundamentality of the analysed psychological dimensions, i.e., pas-
sion and determination, suggests that their relevance for other food categories, such as organic 
products, which are likewise often associated with authenticity or naturalness and also still have, at 
least in some countries, niche-product-character competing against the globalised and industrialised 
food industry.  

Implications for marketing and research 

This dissertation addresses the role that sensory preferences play in consumer behaviour emphasis-
ing the high potential for the communication of sensory properties for organic food marketing. 
Some implications for marketers and practitioners in the organic food sector can be derived from 
the presented findings.  

First of all, on the basis of the results, a stronger usage of sensory aspects for food marketing is rec-
ommended. Consumers claim that taste is an important attribute of organic food and thus seem to be 
a good target for the communication of sensory benefits. To this end, different marketing tools are 
available that can be used to position a product in the market and to differentiate it from competing 
ones. This is especially important for organic products, for which higher prices, compared to con-
ventional products, have to be justified. Besides the here analysed methods, namely the organic 
label and additional product information, other tools such as sensory labels and the distinct descrip-
tion of taste attributes but also product tastings at the point of sale are valuable options. These are, 
to a relatively low extent, already applied in practice. However, there is evidence that sensory re-
search has not been established sufficiently in the field of food marketing. According to a survey 
that assesses the status quo of the application of sensory analysis in the German food sector, sensory 
evaluation is still predominantly integrated into the departments of quality assurance and product 
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development (DLG, 2013). Only about 16% of all participating company representatives reported 
that sensory analysis is part of their market research (ibid.). The outcomes of this dissertation reveal 
that in the context of food consumption, sensory preferences are strongly linked to marketing. 
Therefore, a stronger consideration of sensory aspects in marketing is promising, but first it requires 
a more intense integration of sensory analysis within market research. 

The observed organic label effect implies that the cultivation of the positive image that organic food 
inheres should not be disregarded. Consumers have mainly positive associations with organic food 
and tend to also transfer these to the taste of organic products, as it is hypothesised by the halo-
effect (Canavari et al., 2009; Leuthesser et al., 1995). However, this does not mean that marketing 
tools should be used to compensate insufficient sensory quality. If a product tastes worse than ex-
pected, consumers may become dissatisfied and reject it in the future (Cardello, 1994; Deliza & 
Macfie, 1996; Festinger, 1957; Grunert, 2002). This can also have the reverse effect that consumers 
start associating a bad taste with organic food in general. Thus, the promised sensory quality has to 
be in accordance with the actual sensory quality of a product (Moskowitz, 1995; Scharf & Schubert, 
1996). Sensory quality is a basic requirement for the consumption of food, which must not be neg-
lected (Eertmans et al., 2001). Especially for product innovations, which, to some extent, also or-
ganic food products belong to, an appealing quality claim is important to attract consumers in the 
first instance, but only a truly appealing taste is able to prompt repeated purchases. Moreover, the 
conclusion about the halo-effect should not be oversimplified. On the one hand, organic food may 
not enjoy such a positive and comprehensive image in all countries. On the other hand, research has 
shown that the information effect is not to be generalised but that it is rather product-specific.  

Further, the identification of cross-national taste segments suggests that internationalisation can be a 
promising option for organic food suppliers, at least in terms of sensory preferences. Especially 
against the background of the ongoing globalisation which also found its way into the organic food 
sector due to increasing demand and the conventionalisation of market structures (Berlin et al., 
2009; Eden et al., 2008; Pugliese et al., 2013; Sawyer et al., 2009), this issue is of increasing relev-
ance. The finding that the same taste patterns exist in different countries suggests the cross-national 
marketing of a standardised product focusing on the same market segments. This can foster the ob-
tainment of economies of scales rendering the entry in different markets attractive (Steenkamp and 
Hofstede, 2002).  

At the same time, findings highlight the necessity and the potential of product differentiation in or-
der to address specific preferences of consumers. Against the background of various changes in the 
organic food sector, the organic consumer has become increasingly heterogeneous (Dimitri & 
Dettmann, 2012; Pearson et al., 2010; Pino et al., 2012). Besides the core organic consumers, occa-
sional organic consumers are a promising segment since they are the ones who show a predisposi-
tion towards organic food and are the likely recipient for the communication of advantages of or-
ganic food (Midmore et al., 2011). Our results indicate that taste preferences differ between these 
consumer groups, e.g., frequent organic consumers tend to have stronger preferences for specific 
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attributes of organic food in the sense of a “core organic taste”, which differ from the “mainstream-
preferences” of consumers who buy and eat organic food less frequently. Also, in terms of general 
preferences for the five basic tastes, frequent organic consumers show a preference for rather pecu-
liar tastes since they build the majority of the consumer group having the exceptional preference for 
bitterness. Practitioners should take these distinguishing preferences into consideration in order to 
design products that match consumers’ preferences and to develop marketing strategies in which 
consumer segments can be specifically targeted. Additionally, practitioners can benefit from con-
sumer segmentation in so far as it can help identifying promising preference patterns that might 
have been neglected in the past.  

Finally, it is worth mentioning consumers’ weak sensory skills (Wilton & Greenhoff, 1988; Green-
hoff & MacFie, 1994). As stated above, consumers’ perception is easily influenced by extrinsic 
cues. Moreover, based on our findings, we assume that consumers are seemingly used to flavour-
enhanced food due to constant exposure, thus they show a preference for it even though they assign 
a high degree of importance to the naturalness of food. The training of sensory abilities is necessary 
in order to render consumers capable of relying on their own sensory perceptions instead of being 
exposed to or reliant on product information. This can be achieved, for example, by means of an 
early sensory education for children in schools or by offering tastings, which is a common practice 
in the wine sector. However, this requires consumers to be aware of their poor sensory abilities as 
well as their desire to learn the “authentic” taste. Certainly, not all consumers are disposed to this 
matter. However, particularly core organic consumers may be open-minded to such a topic due to 
their high involvement in food consumption and their presumed desire for a natural and unadulte-
rated nutrition. 

Limitations and further research 

Organic food consumption behaviour 

Although the literature review is conducted in a systematic and objective manner, some constraints 
with regard to the analysis of the studies dealing with sensory perception and preferences exist. 
Above all, only English research articles published between 2000 and 2011 were included. Hence, 
previous findings and outcomes in other languages were not considered. However, with regard to 
studies published before 2000, presumably only little research concerning the sensory of organic 
food products in relation to marketing and consumer behaviour exists due to the fact that both sen-
sory research and organic food have only recently gained substantial attention in marketing re-
search. Since we did not account for the literature published in other languages, conclusions about 
the current state of research on sensory preferences among organic consumers should be considered 
with care.  

In addition, the literature research focuses on organic food consumption and not on sensory market-
ing research. Although this allows for the assessment of the relative relevance of sensory research in 
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organic food marketing, it does not account for a broader perspective of sensory marketing research. 
However, this could be useful in order to evaluate findings of bordering topics, such as traditional 
food specialties, sustainable food or also conventional products, from which implications can be 
derived for the sensory marketing of organic food.  

Sensory preferences 

For the studies that build the core of this dissertation, i.e., chapter II, limitations are particularly 
found with the applied methodology. Above all, the studies show a general conceptual weakness, 
since the used data set was originally collected in the framework of a project that also focused on 
sensory properties of organic food, but in a very specific and different context. Therefore, the mea-
surement of certain constructs, such as the attitude towards naturalness, may be incomplete, which 
in turn most likely reduces the explanatory power of the obtained results. The same is true for the 
development of the concept of the “core organic taste”, which is far from being complete.  

Another weakness of these approaches is the lack of representative consumer samples that impedes 
the generalisation of the findings. Convenience sampling with few quota restrictions were used in 
all countries in order to enable the comparability of results. However, the structure of the country’s 
population of organic consumers was not considered, which lowers the validity of the outcomes and 
conclusions, not only with regard to single sub-samples but also with cross-national comparisons. 
Therefore, results should be viewed as hypotheses that have to be confirmed by representative sam-
ples. Also, the fact that only frequent or occasional organic consumers were interviewed somewhat 
limits the interpretative ability of the outcomes, since no comparisons can be made with consumers 
who seldom or do not consume organic food at all.  

A further source of bias is seen in the applied scales. First, the usage and interpretation of the scales 
may vary in different countries. What is perceived as “very sweet” in Germany is not necessarily 
perceived as equally sweet in Italy. Second, the used scales were not validated. Although, we based 
the design of one part of the questionnaire on the frequently used and validated Food-Related Life-
style instrument, our modifications were quite substantial and would have required a new validation 
of the scales. Moreover, the changes and adaptions of the Food-Related Lifestyle instrument hinder 
possible comparisons of results from other studies using similar approaches.  

Also, the sensory testing caused some constraints, on the one hand, because of the usage of only one 
indicator product, i.e., strawberry yoghurt. Since different results may be obtained for different 
product categories, similar tests with a greater variety of products should be repeated in order to 
affirm the obtained findings. The findings presented in chapter I, which stress that the results from 
sensory studies highly depend on the investigated product-category, underline the importance of 
this issue. On the other hand, due to resource constraints (e.g., time and costs) the testing procedure 
was simplified and may not have fully accounted for the standards of sensory analysis. Although the 
conduction of taste tests was as standardised as possible, the likely existence of measurement errors 
has to be considered.  
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Other conceptual constraints have to be accounted for when interpreting the results. One of these is 
the fact that sensory analysis is product-specific. In the used survey instrument, sensory attributes 
were exemplified by only one product-category, e.g., bitterness by grapefruit or whole grain by ba-
kery products. However, a person may dislike the bitterness of grapefruit but like the bitterness of 
coffee. Similarly, a person may like whole grain bread, but dislike whole grain cookies. Therefore, a 
stronger differentiation within taste characteristics and between product categories is necessary in 
order to reliably measure sensory preferences. A further aspect is the possible abstractness of used 
terms. Some sensory attributes might have been too abstract for participants resulting in difficulties 
to evaluate these, e.g., in the case of intensive aroma. Moreover, since the sensory perception is not 
only product-specific but also context-specific, the unspecific evaluation may not capture true pre-
ferences. With regard to the measurement of sensory preferences, a conflict of objectives between 
the generalisation of results and the reliable measurement of preferences exists. Finally, the pheno-
mena of social desirability has to be considered in so far as consumers may have responded in a 
way that they believed to be desirable instead of stating their true sensory preferences (Fisher, 
1993), e.g., in the case of the preference for a perfect appearance of fruits and vegetables. Thus, 
more research using actual preferences instead of stated preferences is recommended.  

Finally, with regard to the usage of analytical methods, the studies dealing with sensory preferences 
mostly employ univariate and bivariate statistics. The application of multivariate methods would 
enable a more comprehensive analysis of consumer behaviour, taking into account different in-
fluencing factors simultaneously, as is the case for multivariate regression or structural equation 
modelling.  

Nevertheless, the proposed approaches should be viewed as convenient methods to explore this area 
of research and to get some insights into sensory preferences of organic consumers in a cross-
national context. More research that accounts for the aforementioned limitations is needed in order 
to validate the findings reported in this dissertation.  

Traditional sensory analysis generates product-specific results without taking into consideration the 
consumption context. In the future, the integration of sensory analysis and marketing research has to 
be strengthened, in order to appropriately account for the factors that interplay with sensory percep-
tion, providing valuable information about consumers and their food choices. Ideally, the scope 
should be the establishment of an integrative approach as a standard procedure for comprehensively 
analysing consumers’ food choices.  

Excursus 

Being one of the first of its kind in the research area of food authenticity, this approach represents a 
highly innovative and exploratory approach. It brings along some constraints that should be consid-
ered for further research aiming at the development of a measurement concept for product authen-
ticity. 
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202 Summary 
 
A clear weakness of the proposed model is the low explained variance (adjusted R²=0.23) of the 
ultimate dependent variable, namely the stated intention to purchase. Most likely this is due to the 
fact that other relevant factors have not been included in the model. For instance, further psycholog-
ical dimensions should be considered in order to determine which consumers’ identities match the 
image of a product and whether these affect the two dimensions of perceived authenticity and final-
ly food choice.  

Moreover, the model development is based on only one product, which in addition was unknown to 
the survey participants. Future research should aim at the validation of the proposed model using 
different products and food categories. Due to the small sample size, there is also need to repeat the 
quantitative measurement with a larger sample of consumers. Also, as this study was conducted 
only in Germany, it would be interesting to apply the model in a cross-national context that enables 
cultural comparisons. We finally argue that the use of such a model could better tailor speciality 
products by linking them to particular consumer typologies.  
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