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Abstract 

Growth in the organic food market has led to changes in the way organic food is 

marketed and purchased. Organic food is now widely available from supermarkets, and 

consumer interest in organic food has risen steadily over the past two decades. While the 

literature on the subject provides insights into organic food purchasing behaviour, there is a 

lack of clarity around the factors that contribute to the formation of consumers’ perceptions 

and their purchasing decisions. This thesis examines the factors that trigger purchases of 

organic food, the extent to which consumers understand the meaning of the term ‘organic’, 

and the product-level factors that affect choice of an organic brand.  

To examine the factors that drive the purchase of organic food, three independent but 

related studies were conducted. First, data were collected from a systematic review of 

literature that included both qualitative and quantitative methods; then, an experimental study 

was used to collect data from Australian consumers. This thesis employs the ‘thesis by 

publications’ format and consists of the following papers. Paper One, ‘Lost in translation: 

distinctions in policymakers’ definitions and consumers’ understanding of “organic”’, is 

under review for the International Journal of Consumer Studies. In order to gain empirical 

clarity around the level of consumer knowledge about organic food, this study examined the 

extent to which consumer interpretation of the term ‘organic’ matches the definition as 

specified in organic certification standards. Drawing on data from previous academic studies 

exploring the consumer definition of ‘organic’ and regulatory definitions from 

intergovernmental, national, and industry levels, the findings provide insights about the gaps 

in consumer understanding of the term ‘organic’. Further, this study shows the extent to 
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which consumers’ interpretations both overlap and differ from the policy-intended definitions 

of ‘organic’. Although there is a modest overlap in consumers’ and policymakers’ 

interpretations of the term in areas concerning health and the environment, there are 

considerable gaps in consumers’ understanding of production practices that are discernible to 

policymakers only, and not to the general public. 

Paper Two, ‘A meta-analytic study of the factors driving the purchase of organic 

food’, has been published in Appetite. To facilitate empirical clarity around the prevailing 

factors contributing to the purchase of organic food, this study systematically aggregated and 

analysed the comparative importance of factors identified in the literature as influencing the 

purchase of organic food. Drawing on previous studies from the last 25 years, the findings 

show a list of factors that drive purchasing, including consumers’ positive attitudes to organic 

food, ranked in order of their importance to consumers. This study contributes to the 

literature by advancing the application of the theory of reasoned action, which indicates that 

consumer attitudes towards a behaviour are important predictors of behavioural intention. 

Furthermore, utilising the concepts of information economics theory, the findings of this 

study demonstrate the higher importance of the credence attributes of organic food—that is, 

the perceived benefits of organic over conventionally produced food—over the search and 

experience attributes that consumers use to evaluate a product prior to and after consumption. 

Paper Three, ‘What drives consumers’ choice of branded organic food products in 

retail stores?’, is being prepared for submission to the Journal of Retailing. Through the lens 

of cue utilisation theory, this study examines the relationship between organic product 

attributes and the purchase of organic brands. Drawing on data from a discrete choice 

experiment among Australian consumers, the findings bring attention to product attributes 
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that increase the probability of consumers choosing organic brands. The findings show that 

consumers’ choice of organic brands is most influenced by the local origin of the product. 

Overall, this thesis contributes to the literature by examining specific factors related to 

consumers’ choice of organic food products and brands. Using the theory of reasoned action, 

information economics theory, and cue utilisation theory, the findings of this thesis enrich the  

literature and support the contention that consumers’ positive attitudes towards organic food 

are an important predictor of purchase behaviour. From a practical perspective, the 

contributions are three-fold. First, through the identification of gaps in communication 

regarding the essence of the term ‘organic’, this thesis indicates areas for improvement in 

communication and alignment of vocabularies that may aid effective market functioning. 

Second, the categorisation and evaluation of the comparative importance of factors driving 

the purchase of organic food can help retailers shape the advertising claims of organic food 

and has broader applications in developing a marketing strategy for organic food. Third, 

identifying the relative importance of product attributes for consumers can help marketers 

understand consumer purchase behaviour regarding organic brands and assist with the design 

of retailer brand strategies. Overall, the findings have significant implications for retailers of 

organic food by assisting them in identifying factors that stimulate the purchase of organic 

food. 



xv 

 

 

 

 

 



xvi 

 

 

 

 

Acknowledgements 

During my candidature there have been so many people who helped me with this 

project. I wish to express my most sincere gratitude to these people who supported me 

through this experience.  

First and foremost, I would like to extend my heart felt appreciation to my primary 

supervisor Professor Aron O’Cass. Your incredibly deep academic expertise and supervisory 

experience have navigated me through this journey, like a beacon of light guiding me to the 

safe shores in the stormy sea of academic decisions. Thank you for your patience and 

wisdom. 

I would also like to thank my co-supervisors – Dr Jun Yao and Assoc. Prof Tom Ross. 

Jun, thank you for stepping in the last year of my PhD. Your expertise in experimental design 

was an immense help that I needed to complete the thesis. Tom, thank you for your time and 

support that provided the stability I needed. I would also like to acknowledge and thank Dr 

Saman Khajezade for his assistance and guidance in the early stages of my candidature. 

Saman, thank you for your advice, enthusiasm, and friendship. 

Thank you to all my fellow colleagues and friends at the Tasmanian School of 

Business and Economics, at the ARC Training Centre for Innovative Horticultural Products, 

and beyond, who stood by me through my struggles and achievements – Dr Leanne Morrison, 

Dr Rachel Nichols, Dr Oskaras Vorobjovas-Pinta, Elisavet Spanou, Dr Ammar Yousif 

Dhicher, Dr Alieta Eyles, Dr Louise Grimmer, Dr Sophie Clark (Ross), Dr Mizuki Yamasaki. 



xvii 

 

 

 

 

I also thank my family and friends for their encouragement and support. My parents 

who believe in me. Most of all, my husband, Matthew Massey, for his strength and endless 

support so that I could finish my PhD. It has been a great time of my life. 



xviii 

 

 

 

 

Table of contents 

Declaration of originality ...................................................................................................... ii 

Authority of access ................................................................................................................ iv 

Statement regarding published work contained in thesis ...................................................... vi 

Statement of co-authorship................................................................................................. viii 

Statement of ethical conduct .................................................................................................. x 

Abstract ............................................................................................................................... xii 

Acknowledgements ............................................................................................................. xvi 

Table of contents .............................................................................................................. xviii 

List of tables ...................................................................................................................... xxii 

List of appendices.............................................................................................................. xxii 

CHAPTER ONE ...................................................................................................................... 24 

1.1 Introduction .................................................................................................................... 25 

1.2 Background to the research ............................................................................................ 26 

1.3 Research gaps and research questions ............................................................................ 29 

1.4 Contributions of the research ......................................................................................... 37 

1.5 Summary of the papers ................................................................................................... 43 

1.6 Delimitations of scope .................................................................................................... 45 

1.7 Terms and definitions ..................................................................................................... 46 

1.8 Thesis structure .............................................................................................................. 49 

1.9 Conclusion ...................................................................................................................... 51 

References ............................................................................................................................ 52 

CHAPTER TWO ..................................................................................................................... 78 

2.1 Introduction .................................................................................................................... 79 

2.2 Theoretical approaches to organic food purchase .......................................................... 80 

2.3 Theory of reasoned action and theory of planned behaviour ......................................... 89 

2.4 Information economics theory ....................................................................................... 91 

2.5 Cue utilisation theory and random utility theory ........................................................... 94 

2.6 Conclusion ...................................................................................................................... 96 

References ............................................................................................................................ 98 

CHAPTER THREE ............................................................................................................... 128 

3.1 Introduction .................................................................................................................. 129 

3.2 Research approach........................................................................................................ 130 



xix 

 

 

 

 

3.3 Research method .......................................................................................................... 132 

3.4 Development of measures ............................................................................................ 134 

3.5 Sample, data collection, and data analysis ................................................................... 134 

3.6 Research contexts ......................................................................................................... 136 

3.7 Conclusion .................................................................................................................... 138 

References .......................................................................................................................... 141 

CHAPTER FOUR .................................................................................................................. 144 

Abstract .............................................................................................................................. 145 

4.1 Introduction .................................................................................................................. 146 

4.2 Background .................................................................................................................. 148 

4.3 Method ......................................................................................................................... 153 

4.3.1 Data collection ....................................................................................................... 153 

4.3.2 Coded manuscripts review ..................................................................................... 155 

4.3.3 Approach to text mining ........................................................................................ 155 

4.3.4 Data analysis .......................................................................................................... 156 

4.4 Results .......................................................................................................................... 158 

4.4.1 Concept maps ........................................................................................................ 158 

4.4.2 Interpretation of the maps ...................................................................................... 162 

4.5 Discussion .................................................................................................................... 164 

4.5.1 Miscommunication based on differing stakeholder roles in the market ................ 164 

4.5.2 Gaps across policymaking, production and consumption levels ........................... 168 

4.6 Conclusions and limitations ......................................................................................... 169 

Appendices ......................................................................................................................... 173 

Appendix 4.A Review of ‘official’ definitions of organic food from regulatory sources 173 

Appendix 4.B Flow diagram of literature search and inclusion/exclusion decisions .... 175 

Appendix 4.C Mapping concepts’ frequency results ...................................................... 176 

References .......................................................................................................................... 177 

CHAPTER FIVE ................................................................................................................... 184 

Abstract .............................................................................................................................. 185 

5.1 Introduction .................................................................................................................. 186 

5.2 Background .................................................................................................................. 188 

5.3 Methods ........................................................................................................................ 191 

5.3.1 Data selection of studies ........................................................................................ 191 



xx 

 

 

 

 

5.3.2 Selection of variables ............................................................................................. 194 

5.3.3 Data coding ............................................................................................................ 195 

5.3.4 Measurement ......................................................................................................... 195 

5.3.5 Analysis ................................................................................................................. 196 

5.4 Results .......................................................................................................................... 197 

5.4.1 Main effects of perceptions and behaviours .......................................................... 197 

5.4.2 Behavioural variables explained by attitudinal factors .......................................... 201 

5.4.3 Limitations of the study ......................................................................................... 203 

5.5 Discussion and conclusions .......................................................................................... 205 

Appendices ......................................................................................................................... 209 

Appendix 5.A. Frequency of variables in literature ....................................................... 209 

Appendix 5.B. Predictor variables pooled estimates based on means data expressed on 

7-point Likert scale and proportions data expressed as a percentage ........................... 210 

References .......................................................................................................................... 212 

CHAPTER SIX ...................................................................................................................... 220 

Abstract .............................................................................................................................. 221 

6.1 Introduction .................................................................................................................. 222 

6.2 Conceptual background: product attributes.................................................................. 225 

6.3 Methods ........................................................................................................................ 231 

6.3.1 Selection of attributes and levels ........................................................................... 231 

6.3.2 Experimental design .............................................................................................. 234 

6.3.3 Measures ................................................................................................................ 235 

6.3.4 Analysis ................................................................................................................. 236 

6.3.5 Sampling ................................................................................................................ 237 

6.3.6 Sample characteristics ........................................................................................... 238 

6.4 Results .......................................................................................................................... 240 

6.4.1 Main effects of product attributes on consumer choice of a product .................... 241 

6.4.2 Interaction effects of product attributes on consumer choice of an organic product

 ........................................................................................................................................ 242 

6.4.3 Interaction effects of product attributes on consumers’ choice of an organic brand

 ........................................................................................................................................ 243 

6.4.4 Effect of degree of food processing on consumer choice of an organic brand ..... 245 

6.5 Discussion and conclusions .......................................................................................... 246 

6.5.1 Theoretical and managerial implications ............................................................... 246 



xxi 

 

 

 

 

6.5.2 Limitations of the study and future research ......................................................... 249 

References .......................................................................................................................... 251 

CHAPTER SEVEN ............................................................................................................... 258 

7.1 Introduction .................................................................................................................. 259 

7.2 Synthesising the research findings ............................................................................... 260 

7.3 Implications .................................................................................................................. 266 

7.4 Limitations and future research .................................................................................... 269 

7.5 Conclusion .................................................................................................................... 270 

References .......................................................................................................................... 273 

Appendix to the thesis ........................................................................................................ 276 

Minimal risk ethics application approval ....................................................................... 276 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



xxii 

 

 

 

 

List of tables 

Table 1.1 Terms and definitions .............................................................................................. 49 
Table 1.2 Structure of the thesis .............................................................................................. 50 
Table 2.1 Commonly used theories explaining motivations of organic food purchase ........... 84 
Table 3.1 Aspects of a mixed methods design ....................................................................... 131 
Table 4.1 Synthesis of definitions by concepts and levels..................................................... 150 

Table 5.1 Pooled estimates of perceptions categorised by credence, search and experience 

attributes ................................................................................................................................. 199 
Table 5.2 The amount of heterogeneity in behavioural variables associated with perceptions

................................................................................................................................................ 201 
Table 6.1 Attributes used in a choice set ............................................................................... 231 

Table 6.2 Example of a choice set as presented in the questionnaire .................................... 235 
Table 6.3 Sample characteristics ............................................................................................ 239 

Table 6.4 Estimated results from alternative-specific conditional logit model ..................... 241 
Table 7.1 Results and conclusions ......................................................................................... 265 
 

 

List of figures 

Figure 1.1 Progression of research questions .......................................................................... 37 
Figure 1.2 Relationships in the thesis ...................................................................................... 42 
Figure 4.1 Definition concepts from consumers' perspective ................................................ 159 

Figure 4.2 Definition concepts from scholars' perspective .................................................... 160 
Figure 4.3 Definition concepts from policymakers' perspective ........................................... 161 

Figure 4.4 Definition concepts from all stakeholders’ perspectives ...................................... 162 
Figure 4.5 Interrelations of concepts used by stakeholders ................................................... 163 

Figure 5.1 Literature search inclusion process ...................................................................... 193 
Figure 6.1 Choice shares of alternatives with local and imported product origin ................. 244 

Figure 7.1 Relationships in the thesis .................................................................................... 261 
 

List of appendices 

Appendix 4.A Review of ‘official’ definitions of organic food from regulatory sources ..... 173 
Appendix 4.B Flow diagram of literature search and inclusion/exclusion decisions ............ 175 
Appendix 4.C Mapping concepts’ frequency results ............................................................. 176 
Appendix 5.A. Frequency of variables in literature ............................................................... 209 
Appendix 5.B. Predictor variables pooled estimates based on means data expressed on 7-

point Likert scale and proportions data expressed as a percentage ....................................... 210 

 



xxiii 

 

 

 

 



 

 

CHAPTER ONE  

 
 

 

 

Introduction 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



Chapter One  Introduction 

25 

 

 

 

 

1.1 Introduction 

The market for organic food has grown significantly over the past two decades. In 

2017, the global organic food and beverage market exceeded $124 billion USD in sales (Zion 

Market Research, 2018). The market’s growth rate is projected to be 14.56% between 2018 

and 2024 and is expected to almost triple by 2024, reaching $323.09 billion USD (Allied 

Market Research, 2018; Zion Market Research, 2018). 

The significant growth of the organic food market has given rise to a burgeoning body 

of research on organic food purchase decision making (e.g. Aertsens, Verbeke, Mondelaers, 

& Huylenbroeck, 2009; Hughner, McDonagh, Prothero, Shultz, & Stanton, 2007). Organic 

food purchasing has received growing academic attention because food purchasing decisions 

have become increasingly complicated as consumers’ awareness of, interest in, and concern 

about the quality of the food they purchase have increased (Birch, Memery, & De Silva 

Kanakaratne, 2018; Tiozzo, Mari, Ruzza, Crovato, & Ravarotto, 2017).  

Organic food fulfils a number of the expectations that consumers have about food. 

First, rising health awareness among consumers has been stimulated by a growing number of 

health issues such as diabetes, obesity, and digestive disorders (Zion Market Research, 2018). 

Second, increasing expectations about sustainable production practices have been prompted 

by greater interest in clean and green energies, improved local production, and respect for the 

environment in general (Laureati, Jabes, Russo, & Pagliarini, 2013). Third, among other 

factors, rising disposable income means that consumers can now afford to purchase organic 

food (Rana & Paul, 2017). Fourth, increased entry by supermarkets into the organic food 

market has greatly increased the availability of organic food. These days, the majority of 
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organic food is purchased from supermarkets (Australian Organic Ltd., 2017; Bezawada & 

Pauwels, 2013). 

Given the rapidly increasing market for organic food, there is still limited 

understanding of consumer choice and purchasing of organic products and brands (Lee & 

Yun, 2015; Yazdanpanah & Forouzani, 2015). Considering that segments for organic food 

and the types of organic products available continue to expand, and the variety of organic 

labels and brands continue to grow, it is important to develop an understanding of the factors 

that drive consumers to purchase these products and brands. From a consumer research point 

of view, little is known about why consumers purchase organic food and how they make 

these purchase decisions. The research gaps, research questions, and contributions of this 

research are discussed in more depth later in this chapter. 

1.2 Background to the research 

Prior research has attributed growth in the organic food market to a shift in consumer 

beliefs and values towards more sustainable, environment-friendly, and healthy products 

(Schösler, de Boer, & Boersema, 2013; Vittersø & Tangeland, 2015). In particular, the 

success of the organic food market has been attributed to the positive attitudes of consumers 

towards organic products based on the perceived benefits of consuming them (Ditlevsen, 

Sandøe, & Lassen, 2019; Massey, O’Cass, & Otahal, 2018). Prior research highlights the 

impact of health and environmental concerns on organic food purchasing behaviour 

(Aschemann-Witzel, 2015; Paul & Rana, 2012; Rana & Paul, 2017; Bartels & Hoogendam, 

2011; Jara, Cliquet, & Robert, 2017). While this shift in consumer concerns over their health 
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and the well-being of the environment has led to positive attitudes towards organic food, it 

has also led some marketers to promote organic food as being healthy (Rana & Paul, 2017). 

The organic food market has attracted the interest of researchers due to the nature of 

the information exchange between the consumers and the suppliers of organic food. It is a 

credence goods market, characterised by information asymmetry between sellers and 

consumers, meaning that, unlike sellers, consumers are not able to verify whether a product is 

truly organic (Anisimova & Sultan, 2014). Organic food as a credence good has qualities that 

are difficult or expensive to judge even after purchase or consumption, as they are vertically 

differentiated by process attributes (e.g. produced using organic or conventional practices).  

Information asymmetry encourages fraudulent behaviour, with numerous examples of 

sellers’ misconduct in credence goods markets being noted (Kerschbamer & Sutter, 2017). 

Unlike other credence goods markets, where some form of validation of product quality can 

be obtained after the purchase, in the case of organic food, consumers are unable to evaluate 

whether they have received the desired characteristics, either prior to or after the purchase 

(Gottschalk, 2018). In such cases, economic theory suggests that labelling and branding 

reduces the information asymmetry between consumers and suppliers (Annunziata, Ianuario, 

& Pascale, 2011). Thus, a brand can take on an added function of providing consumers with 

information about the organic food product, so that consumers are able to make a purchase 

choice that is consistent with their own needs by matching product attributes with their 

individual preferences.  

Alongside the information asymmetry and the credence nature of the market, 

regulation of the term ‘organic’ adds further complexity to the market, compounding 

consumers’ inability to evaluate a product’s authenticity; thus, it creates further confusion 
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about what constitutes ‘organic’. The fact that this market growth has occurred despite 

evidence suggesting that consumers do not fully understand the meaning of ‘organic’ presents 

a compelling context for research. It presents a significant challenge to the organic food 

market when attempting to maintain credibility with consumers. Essential to consumers’ 

beliefs about organic food is the perception of its superior qualities, such as health and 

environmental benefits. Thus, these are the most vulnerable characteristics of the organic 

food market, considering that there is no consistent scientific evidence of benefits to either 

health or the environment (Barański et al., 2014; Dangour et al., 2010; Hutchins & 

Greenhalgh, 1995; Magkos, Arvaniti, & Zampelas, 2006; Smith-Spangler et al., 2012). 

Another challenge faced by organic brands resides in the state of the market itself. 

Although the organic food market is developing, it is still a niche market, with numerous 

alternatives available to consumers, often at lower prices (Aschemann-Witzel & Zielke, 

2017). Organic brands compete with substitutes not only in the organic market, but in other 

food markets as well, including the conventional food market, which is the default shopping 

option for many consumers. Moreover, concepts such as local food offer considerable 

alternatives to organic food (Boys, Willis, & Carpio, 2013; McCaffrey & Kurland, 2015). 

The above-mentioned characteristics of the organic food market create a complex 

environment for organic brands to compete in and pose a challenging context for research. 

Indeed, the changes that have been observed in the organic food market call for an 

advancement in research in the field of consumer purchase of organic food. Sales of organic 

food are no longer confined to farmers markets, greengrocers, and health food stores, with 

such food readily available in supermarkets. With consumer awareness and interest in organic 

food continuing to grow and with the increasing availability of organic food (Asif, Xuhui, 
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Nasiri, & Ayyub, 2018; Gottschalk & Leistner, 2013), it is important to develop an 

understanding of the factors that drive consumers towards purchasing organic food. This is 

especially important when considering the growing number of retailers that have introduced 

organic food lines as a point of differentiation. In embracing a healthy shift in consumer 

eating habits, retailers must understand their prospective consumers and purchase behaviours 

when it comes to organic foods. For this, retailers need to know which factors influence the 

decisions by consumers to purchase organic food.  

Understanding the purchase decision criteria involving organic labels would assist 

retailers in positioning their brand among the alternatives and better inform consumers of the 

products marketed as organic. This thesis extends work on organic food purchase by 

empirically validating factors underpinning the purchase of organic food and enhances the 

current understanding of how food retailers can utilise specific product attributes in their 

marketing communication to contribute to higher levels of organic food sales. 

1.3 Research gaps and research questions 

The main themes of the existing literature on organic food purchase decision making 

concentrate on identifying characteristics of organic food consumers and their attitudes and 

beliefs with regards to organic products and organic production methods, as well as purchase 

intention and purchase behaviour. Although the extant marketing literature on organic 

purchasing behaviour that draws primarily from consumer orientations provides useful 

insights into the theoretical and practical implications of organic brands for retailers, three 

important research gaps remain. In this thesis, the three major gaps in the literature relating to 

why consumers purchase organic food and brands are identified. 
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First, while the contributions of prior research focusing on consumer beliefs 

regarding organic food are significant in improving understanding of consumer purchase 

behaviour, at present, there is a lack of theoretical and empirical clarity around the extent of 

consumer knowledge about organic food. Consumers’ knowledge of what constitutes 

‘organic’ is essential to the correct functioning of the market. Previous literature emphasises 

the importance of consumer knowledge and awareness of what organic stands for as being 

imperative to the further development of the organic food market (Asif et al., 2018; Bonti-

Ankomah & Yiridoe, 2006; Briz & Ward, 2009; Fotopoulos & Krystallis, 2002). 

Being a credence market by nature, the organic food market a priori sets up 

consumers for uneven levels of knowledge, also referred to as information asymmetry 

between buyers and sellers (Annunziata et al., 2011). The informational problem in a 

credence goods market was raised in 1970 by the economist Akerlof, who demonstrated that 

markets fail in the presence of information asymmetry. In the model of a market for ‘lemons’, 

where sellers cannot signal quality effectively, there is a potential for the market to disappear 

or for only the lowest quality products to be sold (Akerlof, 1970). In such markets, labelling 

reduces information asymmetry (Annunziata et al., 2011). 

Organic certification labelling serves this essential function by providing consumers 

with information, thus, transforming the credence attributes (perceived benefits of organic 

food consumption that cannot be evaluated in use) into search attributes that help consumers 

make purchase decisions (Annunziata et al., 2011; Drichoutis, Lazaridis, & Nayga Jr., 2006). 

However, the informative function of organic certification labelling might be obstructed if 

consumers lack the basic understanding of what the term ‘organic’ means. Uncertainty about 

organic food has been found to have a direct negative impact on the intention to purchase 
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organic food, as well as a negative impact on the conversion of intention to purchase into the 

actual purchase of organic food (Thøgersen, 2012). Recent industry reports reiterate a need 

for continuous consumer education on the meaning and value of organic production and 

certification to overcome consumer confusion over the meaning and to limit the possibility of 

fraud (Australian Organic Ltd., 2017; Willer & Lernoud, 2017). 

Over time, academic- and industry-initiated studies have asked consumers what they 

think the term ‘organic’ means, examining consumers’ objective and subjective knowledge 

about organic food. Objective knowledge refers to actual knowledge related to product 

attributes, while subjective knowledge refers to a self-perceived knowledge that reflects an 

ability to process information (Dodd, Laverie, Wilcox, & Duhan, 2005). Previous literature 

presents conflicting evidence with regards to the level of consumer objective knowledge 

concerning organic food, with some studies (Aarset et al., 2004; Hill & Lynchehaun, 2002; 

Midmore et al., 2005; Zsuzsa, 2012) finding low levels of consumer knowledge and other 

studies (Aertsens, Mondelaers, Verbeke, Buysse, & Van Huylenbroeck, 2011; Briz & Ward, 

2009; Hutchins & Greenhalgh, 1997) finding the opposite. Although considerable variation 

between countries is to be expected, the main reason for the contrasting results in the 

previous research could be attributed to differences in approaches to measuring consumer 

understanding of ‘organic’, often represented through either objective knowledge or 

awareness. Previous literature suggests that consumers are largely correct in their 

interpretation of the term ‘organic’ as defined by regulatory bodies; however, many do not 

have a detailed understanding of organic production practices based on the reported misuse of 

the term, which is used interchangeably with ‘natural’, ‘fair trade’, or ‘cage-free’ (Grunert, 

Hieke, & Wills, 2014; Hughner et al., 2007; Rousseau, 2015). In other words, consumers 
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interpret food as being organic based on what it does not contain (e.g. ‘chemical-free’, 

‘additive-free’, ‘cruelty-free’) rather than what organic food stands for (Australian Organic 

Ltd., 2017; Mascitelli, Lobo, Phan, Bez, & Low, 2014).  

Considering the inconclusive nature of the findings regarding what the term ‘organic’ 

means to consumers and the fact that the previous studies have measured objective 

knowledge in different ways, there can be an assumption that there is a significant gap in 

knowledge regarding the extent of consumers’ understanding of the term. Based on the above 

argument, the following research question is posed and is addressed more thoroughly in 

Paper One, presented in Chapter Four: 

Research Question 1. To what extent does consumers’ understanding of the term 

‘organic’ match the definition from regulatory bodies? 

Second, given the increasing number of retailers entering the market, it is important to 

understand what drives consumers to purchase organic food. In the literature, consumer 

purchase of organic food has largely been examined through the relationship between 

consumer attitude to organic food and consumer purchase intention and actual purchase (e.g. 

Aschemann-Witzel & Niebuhr Aagaard, 2014; Chen, 2007; Hsu & Chen, 2014; Thøgersen, 

de Barcellos, Perin, & Zhou, 2015; van Doorn, Verhoef, & Bijmolt, 2007). While the 

growing body of research provides an insight into consumer attitudes towards organic food, 

explaining why consumers choose organically produced food over conventionally produced 

food, there is still a lack of empirical clarity around which of the factors prevail in motivating 

organic food purchase. 

Previous literature establishes that consumers choose organic over conventional food 

because they perceive organic food to be healthier (Orquin & Scholderer, 2015; Van Loo et 
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al., 2010), of better quality (Boys et al., 2013; Tsakiridou, Boutsouki, Zotos, & Mattas, 2008), 

to contain lower pesticide levels (Saba & Messina, 2003; Sörqvist et al., 2016), and to be 

tastier than conventional food (Lee, Shimizu, Kniffin, & Wansink, 2013; Prada, Garrido, & 

Rodrigues, 2017), as well as being produced using methods that are more environment-

friendly, more animal-friendly, and more sustainable than conventional food production 

practices (Chekima, Syed Khalid Wafa, Igau, Chekima, & Sondoh, 2016; Magnusson, 

Arvola, Hursti, Åberg, & Sjödén, 2003; Sörqvist et al., 2015). In the literature, these factors 

that drive consumer purchase behaviour towards organic food are often examined in terms of 

credence, search, and experience attributes, which consumers use to evaluate the difference 

between organic and conventional food (Chryssochoidis, 2000; de Magistris & Gracia, 2008). 

Considering the credence-goods nature of the organic food market, in which consumers are 

unable to identify whether a product has, in fact, been produced organically, credence 

attributes are those perceived benefits that consumers assign to organic food products but 

cannot evaluate even after purchase or consumption (e.g. healthier, more environment-

friendly) (Darby & Karni, 1973). In this environment, consumers rely on search (e.g. price, 

appearance) and experience (e.g. taste, freshness) attributes to judge the product prior to and 

after consumption, respectively. The previous literature highlights the importance of 

credence, search, and experience attributes in explaining consumer purchase behaviour 

towards organic food (Fernqvist & Ekelund, 2014; Gracia & de Magistris, 2008; Lee & 

Hwang, 2016). 

Given the comprehensive spectrum of reasons that motivate consumers to purchase 

organic food, there is little consensus or synthesis on which of these drive purchase decisions. 

To target the potential consumers of organic food, insight into the prevailing factors of 
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purchase behaviours is crucial. Without understanding which factors affect consumer 

purchase decisions more strongly, it is difficult to design targeted marketing communications 

to retain organic consumers and capture potential consumers. The lack of a systematic review 

of the factors driving the purchase of organic food presents a research opportunity to fill the 

gap in knowledge pertaining to the magnitude of the effect of factors motivating organic food 

purchase. Based on the above discussion, the following research question is posed and is 

addressed more thoroughly in Paper Two, presented in Chapter Five: 

Research Question 2. What are the primary factors motivating consumers to purchase  

organic food? 

Third, given the significant growth in supermarket sales of organic food and the 

increasing number of new market entrants (Willer & Lernoud, 2017), the number of organic 

brands is also increasing. A so-called retail revolution related to the rapid development of 

private labels is taking place, as retailers are aspiring to meet consumer expectations that 

have shifted towards healthier and more sustainably-produced products (Nielsen Company 

LLC, 2018). Growing consumer adoption of organic food and higher retailer profitability 

associated with organic products have become factors determining the development of 

organic retailer brands. It is argued that retailers gain higher sales margins, improved retailer 

image, and more store loyalty with the introduction of private organic brands (Anagnostou, 

Ingenbleek, & Van Trijp, 2015; Bone & McElvanna, 2017), yet profitability and image are 

not the only reasons retailers introduce organic retailer brands. Retailer brands used to 

achieve competitive advantage based on contributors such as price, range of assortment, type 

of retailer brand, image of the retailer, sustainability and specific process, and the product-

related attributes of organic food (Górska-Warsewicz et al., 2018). This thesis focuses on the 
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product-level attributes as factors explaining the consumer purchase behaviour towards 

organic retailer brands. 

Although there has been some prior research into choice of organic brands (e.g. Bartels 

& Hoogendam, 2011; Jara, Cliquet, & Robert, 2017), there has been limited attention towards 

organic retailer brands. Perhaps the only study that picks up on the importance of organic 

labelling for retailer brands is Bauer, Heinrich and Schäfer (2013), who contrasted three types 

of brands and found that the use of an organic label leads to an increase in global, local, and 

private brand perception. Thus, companies can add value to their brands by introducing an 

organic label. They also found that the addition of an organic label to the features of retail 

brands has a strong positive effect on purchase intention and leads to a significant increase in 

the consumers’ willingness to pay a price premium for the brand (Bauer et al., 2013). 

Notably, retailer brands are more adept at profiting from the use of organic labels than 

national brands. These studies provide evidence that an organic label is significantly 

associated with added value to the retailer brand, but it is still unclear which factors 

contribute to the success of the organic retailer brand.  

A few studies have considered the factors that affect consumer purchase behaviour 

towards organic brands. Konuk (2018) reports that store image has a positive impact on both 

perceived quality and consumer trust in an organic retailer brand, which, in turn, has a 

positive influence on consumers’ purchase intentions. In line with the literature, Olbrich, 

Hundt, and Grewe (2014) state that the purchase of organic retailer brands can be attributed 

to the perceived natural and environment-friendly characteristics of organic food, and that 

consumer price consciousness remains a barrier to the purchase of organic food in general. 

Moreover, when Ngobo (2011) discovered that consumers are more likely to buy organic 
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retailer brands than organic national brands, he speculated that this could be explained by the 

price-sensitivity of some consumers, which attracts them to lower-priced retailer brands. 

In view of this, the important role of organic labels in choice of brand is the most 

substantial aspect of the present thesis. Indeed, there are some more general and explorative 

studies that have proposed the importance of organic labels to retailer brands (Bauer et al., 

2013; Konuk, 2018b; Ngobo & Jean, 2012) and to the purchase of organic food (Olbrich et 

al., 2014). However, to my knowledge, no previous study has considered the trade-offs made 

by consumers in choosing an organic brand based on specific product attributes. Furthermore, 

the studies into choice of brand have not considered the underlying factors that motivate 

organic food purchase and their effect on any trade-off between product attributes. The above 

arguments surrounding the importance of product attributes with regards to the choice of 

organic retailer brand, therefore, provide an area for further research that can enhance 

knowledge about the relative importance of product attributes in consumer decisions to 

purchase organic food. The previous literature presents calls for further research on 

examining the trade-offs among product attributes, such as between organic labels and retail 

brand (Larceneux, Benoit-Moreau, & Renaudin, 2012; Schleenbecker & Hamm, 2013). 

Based on the above discussion, the following research question is posed and is addressed 

more thoroughly in Paper Three, presented in Chapter Six: 

Research Question 3. Which of the product attributes plays an important role in 

consumers’ choice of organic retailer brand? 

An illustration of the progression of the three research questions in this thesis is 

presented in Figure 1.1. The first research question explores the terminology used by 

consumers in their understanding of what constitutes ‘organic’; the second concerns the 
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factors that drive consumers’ purchase decisions towards organic food; the third examines the 

factors that impact the relationship between product attributes and choice of organic brand. 

 

 

Figure 1.1 Progression of research questions 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1.4 Contributions of the research 

In addressing the research questions and research gaps identified in Section 1.3, this 

thesis makes three contributions to the literature. 

First, in addressing Research Question 1, organic certification policies and consumer 

perceptions of ‘organic’ as depicted in academic research are examined. Wording in the 

definitions of the term ‘organic’ differs among regulatory bodies, considering different levels 

of organic certification standards, such as national-level standards (e.g. U.S. Department of 

Agriculture National Organic Program and Australian National Standard for Organic and 

Bio-Dynamic Produce), industry-level standards of independent certification authorities (e.g. 
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Americert International in the USA and Australian Certified Organic in Australia), and 

intergovernmental-level standards from international agreements (IFOAM Organics 

International). The extent to which differences in the official definitions exist may hold 

important implications for communications between market stakeholders. 

Previous studies note that regulators’ definitions of organic may differ from those of 

consumers (Aarset et al., 2004). The focus of this study is the differences and overlaps in 

interpretations of the term ‘organic’ by regulatory bodies and consumers. To this end, the 

study addressing Research Question 1 first depicts the differences in terminology used by 

policymakers and consumers, and then illustrates how these differences cause 

misunderstanding and miscommunication in the organic food market. By shedding light on 

gaps in communication regarding the essential nature of ‘organic’, this thesis contributes to 

the literature on organic food purchase decision making and to the practical applications in 

the market by identifying clear differences in policymakers’ definitions and consumers’ 

understanding of the term. Furthermore, the detailed gaps in communication between these 

two parties indicate areas for improvement in communication and alignment of vocabularies 

for the correct functioning of the market. 

The previous literature highlights the importance of a correct understanding of the 

meaning of ‘organic’ by consumers as it is instrumental to furthering the healthy 

development of the market and limiting the possibility of fraud in the market, as noted in both 

academic (Asif et al., 2018; Bonti-Ankomah & Yiridoe, 2006; Briz & Ward, 2009; 

Fotopoulos & Krystallis, 2002) and industry-based research (Australian Organic Ltd., 2017; 

Willer & Lernoud, 2017). The novelty of this study lies in its recognition of lapses in 

consumer education around the meaning and value of organic production and certification, 
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which is imperative to overcoming consumer confusion over the meaning of the term. 

Therefore, this thesis contributes to the communication between market stakeholders by 

providing insights into the extent of consumer understanding of what organic comprises, in 

particular, by highlighting the areas of miscommunication and opportunities for improving 

the synergy between market stakeholders. 

Second, in addressing Research Question 2, the primary factors motivating consumers 

to purchase organic food are examined in the context of the credence, search, and experience 

attributes of organic food. Here, attention is given to the factors that trigger positive attitudes 

to organic food and result in subsequent purchase intention and actual purchase of organic 

food. Credence, search, and experience attributes have been found to be instrumental in 

explaining consumer purchase behaviour towards organic food (Fernqvist & Ekelund, 2014; 

Gracia & de Magistris, 2008; Lee & Hwang, 2016). This thesis contributes to the literature by 

advancing the application of information economics theory (Barrena & Sánchez, 2010), 

which considers products as possessing any or all of three characteristics: search 

characteristics that are discernible before purchase and serve as a quality cue to the consumer; 

experience characteristics that are discernible only after purchase and consumption of the 

product; credence characteristics that can be neither identified nor assessed by consumers and 

have to be taken on faith (Nelson, 1970; Darby and Karni, 1973). 

In this study, credence attributes include consumer perceptions of health benefits, 

food safety, nutritional value, food quality, benefits for the environment, and animal welfare. 

Search attributes, such as those that consumers discover in a product prior to purchase, 

include attributes like price, availability, and food product appearance, whereas experience 

attributes, that is, those that consumers discover in a product after purchase or consumption, 
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include the taste and freshness of organic food. Given that the previous literature has 

presented a wide range of factors that contribute to consumer purchase behaviours regarding 

organic food by categorising these factors into credence, search, and experience attributes 

(e.g. de Magistris & Gracia, 2008; Janssen & Hamm, 2012; H.-J. J. Lee & Yun, 2015; Ness et 

al., 2010), and then systematically assessing each factor, this thesis contributes to the 

literature by providing an estimate of the comparative importance of the factors and their 

respective categories. Furthermore, this thesis enhances understanding of how consumer 

perceptions of organic food are associated with their purchase behaviours. This contributes to 

the literature by advancing the application of the theory of reasoned action (Ajzen & 

Fishbein, 2005), which indicates that consumer attitudes towards a behaviour are important 

predictors of behavioural intention. 

The existing literature shows that consumers’ positive attitudes to organic food and 

everything that organic represents to them (e.g. healthier, safer, better for environment and 

animals) have positive impacts on purchase intention of organic food (e.g. Aertsens et al., 

2009; Bishop & Barber, 2015; H.-J. J. Lee & Yun, 2015; Ryan & Casidy, 2018; Scalco, 

Noventa, Sartori, & Ceschi, 2017). However, the contribution of this thesis is in aggregating 

and evaluating the factors driving the purchase of organic food. As a practical application, the 

categorisation and evaluation of the comparative importance of each category can be 

instrumental to retailers in shaping the advertising claims of organic food, with broader 

applications in developing a marketing strategy for organic food. 

Third, in addressing Research Question 3, this thesis investigates the roles played by 

specific product attributes in consumer purchase of organic brands. Specifically, this thesis 

contributes to the literature by examining the role of organic certification label, packaging 
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type, product origin, and price premium levels on the choice of organic retailer brands, which 

have been largely overlooked by researchers. Retailer brands have grown significantly in 

recent years, including organic retailer brands, demonstrating increased retailer interest and 

investment in the organic market (Willer & Lernoud, 2017). Despite the significant growth in 

the number and sales figures of organic retailer brands, little knowledge exists about which of 

the product attributes contribute to consumer choice of organic retailer brands over organic 

national brands, nor choice over a conventional product. Identifying the relative importance 

product attributes hold for consumers is instrumental, as it helps marketers understand 

consumer purchase of organic brands and assists with the design of retailer brand strategies. 

To explain consumers’ organic brand choice decisions, this thesis, therefore, contributes to 

the literature by examining specific product-level factors that determine consumer choice of a 

brand in three categories of product processing. 

Examining consumer trade-offs among product attributes, or whether some product 

attributes are more important to consumers than others, this thesis makes contributions to 

random utility theory (e.g. Burton, Rigby, Young, & James, 2001; Van Loo, Caputo, & Jr, 

2015; Yangui, Costa-Font, & Gil, 2016; Zanoli et al., 2012), which proposes that consumers 

choose alternatives that yield the greatest utility and, therefore, the probability of selecting an 

alternative increases as the utility associated with it increases, and to cue utilisation theory 

(Dodds, Monroe, & Grewal, 1991; Hamlin, 2010), which involves a cue-based evaluation and 

decision process. This thesis provides insights into consumer purchase behaviour towards 

organic brands by demonstrating the influence of product-level attributes that contribute to 

the choice of an organic retailer brand. 
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Taking on board the research questions and contributions, this thesis develops three 

interrelated but distinct papers. The theoretical framework of this research that encapsulates 

the overall study ‘Factors motivating consumer purchase of organic food’ is presented below 

in Figure 1.2. Moreover, Figure 1.2 illustrates the relationships in this thesis, before details of 

the papers are presented in Chapters Four, Five, and Six. 

 

Figure 1.2 Relationships in the thesis 
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1.5 Summary of the papers 

This research consists of the three independent but related, academic papers focusing on 

the purchase of organic food. A summary of these three papers follows. 

Paper One: Lost in translation: distinctions in policymakers’ definitions and 

consumers’ understanding of ‘organic’. (Under review at the International Journal of 

Consumer Studies, impact factor 1.555, ranked A on ABDC list, Q2 on Scimago)  

While the organic food market is growing rapidly (Willer & Lernoud, 2017), it has been 

observed that consumers do not have a clear understanding of what ‘organic’ means 

(Bezawada & Pauwels, 2013; Krystallis, Fotopoulos, & Zotos, 2006; Lockie, Lyons, 

Lawrence, & Grice, 2004). Therefore, this exploratory paper compares consumers’ and 

policymakers’ interpretations of the term ‘organic’ to examine the overlaps and divergences 

between the opinions of the two market stakeholders. To enhance the knowledge of consumer 

understanding pertaining to organic food, this paper focuses on the divergence of the 

terminology that consumers use to describe ‘organic’ from the terminology contained in the 

policymakers’ official definitions. Drawing on data available in the academic literature with 

regards to consumer self-reported definitions and on records of definitions available from 

organic certification standards across countries, a qualitative content analysis is conducted. 

An automated ontological analysis was employed to eliminate researcher bias in the concept 

discovery process. This way, the results first present key themes uncovered in the definitions, 

and second, a combined view of ‘organic’ based on definitions provided by consumers’ self-

reported data, academics’ interpretations of the official definitions, and the regulatory bodies’ 

definitions contained in certification standards. This paper enhances knowledge of the 
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interrelation of consumers and policymakers in the organic food market and brings attention 

to the gaps in communication between the two market stakeholders. 

Paper Two: A meta-analytic study of the factors driving the purchase of organic 

food. (Published in Appetite, impact factor 3.174, ranked A on ABDC list, Q1 on Scimago) 

While consumers have some misconceptions regarding what constitutes ‘organic’ 

(Harper & Makatouni, 2002; Hughner et al., 2007), the demand for organic food continues to 

steadily increase. Despite consumer confusion about the definition of ‘organic’, research 

indicates that consumers favour organic produce when the perceived difference between 

organic and conventional food is greater (Chryssochoidis, 2000). According to information 

economics theory, the difference is evaluated according to features characterised by the 

search, experience, and credence attributes of a product (Gracia & de Magistris, 2008). 

Utilising theory of planned behaviour, this paper examines the factors driving the purchase of 

organic food by categorising them into credence, search, and experience attributes. In this 

regard, this paper examines the relationship between a comprehensive spectrum of 

motivational factors and purchasing behaviour. Drawing on data from previous research 

reported in studies of consumer purchase behaviour towards organic food over the past 25 

years, this paper contributes to the consumer purchase decision making literature and practice 

by identifying the prevailing factors that drive purchase and examining the role of product 

attributes, categorised into credence, search, and experience in choice of organic food 

products. 

Paper Three: What drives consumers’ choice of branded organic food products in 

retail stores? (Being prepared for submission to the Journal of Retailing, impact factor 

5.480, ranked A* on ABDC list, Q1 on Scimago) 
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Using cue utilisation theory, this paper examines the influence of product-level factors 

on consumers’ choice of organic brands in the organic food context. To enhance knowledge 

of consumer purchasing of organic food, this paper focuses on identifying the product 

attributes—certified organic versus organic, sustainable versus non-sustainable packaging, 

local production versus imported, and degree of food processing—that add to the probability 

of consumers choosing an organic retailer brand rather than an organic national brand. 

Drawing on data from a discrete choice experiment conducted with Australian organic food 

consumers, this paper contributes to the consumer purchase decision making literature and 

practice by identifying and examining the role of product attributes in stimulating choice of 

organic brand. 

To this end, Paper One examines consumer beliefs and knowledge pertaining to the term 

‘organic’ in relation to the official definition as stipulated in the organic certification 

standards. Paper Two examines the relationship between consumer attitudes to organic food 

as drivers of purchase behaviour and organic food, with a focus on the choice of organic over 

conventionally produced food. Paper Three examines product-level and consumer-level 

factors that affect consumers’ choice of a specific product and brand of organic food. 

1.6 Delimitations of scope 

Although this thesis provides valuable insights in the area of organic food purchase 

decision making, some potential delimitations of this thesis should be considered. These 

delimitations define the boundaries of this thesis, within which the research has been 

conducted. The following delimitations outline the scope of this thesis. 
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First, the scope of the systematic literature review addressed in Papers One and Two was 

narrowed down to a particular set of studies, based on which the findings were derived. 

Moreover, the content analysis and meta-analysis used in Papers One and Two, respectively, 

are retrospective techniques; thus, as more studies accumulate, the scope of these studies can 

be broadened. 

Second, the empirical data of the study in Paper Three were collected from consumers in 

a developed country, Australia, which possess specific characteristics of the oligopolistic 

environment in which Australian supermarkets operate, with relatively low penetration of 

private labels compared to that in other developed countries. 

Third, this research utilised a limited set of factors to examine consumers’ choice of 

organic brands. The review of literature suggests that there is a plethora of factors that are 

related to consumers’ purchase of organic food. Additional product attributes and consumer-

related dimensions of purchase behaviour should continue to be explored. 

The limitations of this research are discussed in detail in Chapter Seven. 

1.7 Terms and definitions 

In the context of organic food research, several definitions of ‘organic’ are commonly 

used in the literature. This section discusses the definition of ‘organic’ and provides other key 

definitions, which are adopted throughout the thesis. 

‘Organic’ 

The literature offers a variety of definitions and interpretations of the term ‘organic’. 

Food that is generally considered to be organic is ‘produced without artificial fertilizers or 

pesticides’ and grown naturally without chemicals (Hutchins & Greenhalgh, 1995, p. 11). 
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The definitions widely available are best summarised in the following description of organic 

agriculture, defined as a ‘safe, sustainable farming system, producing healthy crops and 

livestock without damage to the environment. It avoids the use of artificial fertilisers and 

pesticides on the land, relying instead on developing a healthy, fertile soil and growing a 

mixture of crops’ (Litchfield 1999, cited in Wycherley 2002, p.679). 

In Australia, the term ‘organic’ is defined as production practices that conform to the 

ACOS, The Australian Certified Organic Standard (Australian Certified Organic, 2013), for 

production. The basic principle being production of optimum quantity, of high nutritional 

quality of produce without the use of synthetic chemicals or artificial fertilisers, including 

genetically modified foods, growth promoters, antibiotics or hormones, pesticides or 

herbicides, while aiming to achieve a balance between the natural environment and farming. 

The definition was developed in Australia after a court case about the false representation of 

organic eggs in August 2007, in which the Federal Court acknowledged the absence of a legal 

definition (Evans, 2009). This incident stimulated the Australian Competition and Consumer 

Commission to form the Australian Standard for Organic and Biodynamic Products in 2009 

(Leu, 2009). Australian Organic Ltd. delineates certified organic as ‘cruelty free, pasture fed, 

socially responsible, free range, sustainably fished, biodiversity friendly, and grown and 

processed without synthetic pesticides and herbicides, genetic modification, antibiotics and 

artificial hormones’ (Mascitelli et al., 2014, p. 1). 

Under the industry certification regulations, ‘organic’ should convey that production 

complies with organic regulations, rather than relating to features of a product itself 

(European Food Information Council, 2013; The Council of the European Union, 2007; 

Wycherley, 2002). 
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The following definitions were utilised as the basis for the terms employed in this study. 

Table 1.1 provides the definition of each construct. This is crucial, given the divergence in 

terms employed in the literature and this research. 
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Table 1.1 Terms and definitions 

Term Definition 

ORGANIC Production practices that conform with production of optimum quantity, of high 

nutritional quality of produce without the use of synthetic chemicals or artificial 

fertilisers, including genetically modified foods, growth promoters, antibiotics 

or hormones, pesticides or herbicides, while aiming to achieve a balance 

between the natural environment and farming 

CONVENTIONAL Primary production or food preparation that does not conform to any certified 

organic standard 

CERTIFIED ORGANIC Product that has been audited and subsequently licensed by an approved and 

recognised certifier in accordance with a national certified organic standard (e.g. 

Australian Certified Organic Standard) 

REGULATORY 

AUTHORITY 

A competent authority, such as a recognised government agency in a given 

country, charged with managing an organic compliance program  

CERTIFICATION BODY An approved certifier (e.g. Australian Certified Organic Pty Ltd or ACO) that 

maintains licence agreements, coordinates audits, and assesses ongoing 

conformance with the standard 

LABELLING Any words, particulars, trademarks, brand names, names of certifying 

organisations, pictorial matter, or symbols appearing on any packaging, 

document, notice, label, or collar accompanying or referring to a certified 

organic product 

RETAILER BRAND Also called private label, is a brand manufactured by a contractor or third-party 

manufacturer and sold under a retailer’s brand name  

NATIONAL BRAND Brands that are promoted and distributed in all main markets 

 

1.8 Thesis structure 

This thesis consists of seven chapters followed by appendices and references. For added 

clarity, the structure of the thesis is summarised in Table 1.2, including the purpose of each 

chapter, aims and objectives, research questions addressed, and key outcomes of each 

chapter. The Appendix to the thesis provides the Ethics Approval letter. At the end of the 

thesis, a complete reference list is provided that includes all the references used in this thesis.
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Table 1.2 Structure of the thesis 

 CHAPTER ONE CHAPTER TWO CHAPTER THREE CHAPTER FOUR CHAPTER FIVE CHAPTER SIX CHAPTER SEVEN 

TITLE Introduction Theoretical 

foundation 

Methodological 

framework 

Paper One Paper Two Paper Three Conclusion 

PURPOSE OF 

CHAPTER 

To introduce the 

thesis 

To position the 

thesis within the 

larger body of 

research 

To outline the 

methodology of the 

thesis 

To review the 

literature 

To review the 

literature 

To report study 

results 

To conclude the 

thesis 

AIMS AND 

OBJECTIVES 

Provides 

background to 

the research 

Reviews 

theoretical 

approaches 

employed in the 

thesis 

Discusses the 

methodological 

approach 

undertaken to 

address RQs 

Systematically 

reviews and 

contrasts 

interpretations of 

the term ‘organic’ 

Systematically 

reviews and 

synthesizes 

factors motivating 

organic food 

purchase 

Presents the results 

of the experimental 

study on choice of 

organic food brand  

Provides summary 

and concluding 

remarks on the thesis 

RESEARCH 

QUESTIONS 

ADDRESSED 

Presents 

research 

questions 

  RQ1 RQ2 RQ3 Summarises findings 

addressing research 

questions 

METHOD 

USED 

   Content analysis Meta-analysis Discrete choice 

experiment 

 

KEY 

OUTCOME 

As the market 

grows and 

develops, there 

have been shifts 

in the types of 

organic food 

produced and the 

way they are 

marketed. 

Research gaps are 

addressed by 

employing theory 

of planned 

behaviour, 

information 

economics theory, 

and cue utilisation 

theory 

Mixed methods 

design through 

content analysis, 

meta-analysis, and 

a discrete choice 

experiment were 

warranted 

The definition of 

‘organic’ is not 

homogenous. 

The gaps in 

consumers’ 

interpretation of 

‘organic’ and 

regulatory 

definition are 

established 

Consumers value 

credence 

attributes more 

than search and 

experience. 

A call to establish 

the comparative 

importance of 

factors driving 

purchase 

Comparative 

importance of 

product attributes in 

choice of organic 

brand is established 

in a marketplace 

setting  

Established 

opportunities for 

effective promotional 

strategies based on 

consumer preferences 

of organic product 

attributes    
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1.9 Conclusion 

This chapter provided an introduction to the research topic and the fundamental structure 

of the thesis. The background to the research was presented, along with the context of the 

study. The expected contributions to both theory and practice were discussed, while related 

research objectives and the specific research questions were outlined. A summary and the 

justification for the applied methodology were provided, along with the definitions of key 

terms used throughout the thesis, and the delimitations of the scope of this study. The chapter 

concluded with an outline of the structure of the thesis. The thesis proceeds with Chapter 

Two, which provides a foundation for the research outlined in this thesis, discussing each of 

the theories employed. The chapter ends with reflections on the interrelation between 

theoretical underpinnings and the research approach employed in the three studies of the 

thesis. 
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2.1 Introduction 

The purpose of this chapter is to provide a foundation for the research outlined in this 

thesis. In the interests of avoiding repetition of subsequent chapters, this section provides an 

overview of theoretical approaches within the scope of the three papers making up Chapters 

Four, Five, and Six of the thesis. First, this chapter reviews the common theoretical 

approaches applied in consumer behaviour literature in the context of organic food, then, it 

presents an overview of the theories employed in this thesis. A broad review of the literature 

assists in establishing the contributions made to the research area of consumer purchase of 

organic food from different perspectives: behavioural, value, and economic. The first section 

of this chapter demonstrates the theoretical approaches to the overarching research question 

of why consumers purchase organic food. By doing so, this section points out that each of the 

individual approaches are limited to a particular perspective. The variety of theoretical 

approaches helps bolster the argument (presented in the papers contained in Chapters Four, 

Five, and Six) that the problem being tackled by this thesis is not yet resolved and still raises 

some complex and unanswered questions. The gaps in the theoretical frameworks of this 

thesis, investigating the organic food purchase decision making, and areas that remain 

relatively unexplored by previous researchers are addressed in this thesis by adopting the 

conceptual ideas of the theory of planned behaviour, information economics theory, and cue 

utilisation theory. 

The chapter introduces the roots of theories widely applied in purchase of organic food 

literature and their emergence in the field of psychology. It seeks to draw comparisons and 

progression of the theoretical models applied to organic food purchasing. Each of the theories 
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employed in this thesis are then discussed in detail, providing a theoretical underpinning to 

the research reported in Chapters Four, Five, and Six. Discussion of each of the theories 

highlights the opportunities to further refine and extend the relevant theories in the context of 

organic food purchase. This chapter concludes with reflections on the interrelation between 

theoretical underpinnings and the research approach employed in the three studies of this 

thesis. 

2.2 Theoretical approaches to organic food purchase  

Although theoretical explanations of purchasing behaviour vary substantially across the 

previous studies, common themes related to the relationships between consumers’ 

perceptions, preferences, intentions, and purchase behaviour can be identified. Consumer 

purchase of organic food has mainly been explored using cognitive behavioural science. This 

section of the chapter briefly presents the main models used in the research of organic food 

purchase behaviour. 

Research concerning the determinants of organic food purchase has gained momentum 

since the 1990s when the subject was approached by applying the values theory of Schwartz 

(1992) (Aertsens, Verbeke, et al., 2009). Grounded in psychology research, Schwartz’s model 

(1992) proposes ten motivational values that cover all the specific values derived from the 

universal requirements of humans striving for survival and welfare applicable across cultures. 

These values are often used to examine the link between consumer values and their purchase 

behaviours. This is often achieved by further employing means-end chain theory (Gutman, 

1982). These two theories found wide application in linking choice of organic food (means) 

with organic product attributes and consumer values (ends) (Barrena, García, & Sánchez, 
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2015; Chen, Lee, & Huang, 2015; Krystallis, Vassallo, & Chryssohoidis, 2012; Vega-

Zamora, Parras-Rosa, Murgado-Armenteros, & Torres-Ruiz, 2013b). 

More recently, theories such as the theory of planned behaviour (Ajzen, 1991) and 

value-belief-norm theory (Stern, Dietz, Abel, Guagnano, & Kalof, 1999) have been most 

commonly used to rationalise the factors motivating consumers’ choice of organic food. The 

theory of planned behaviour (Ajzen, 1991) is a widely applied model that predicts behaviour 

based on ‘intention to perform the behaviour’ and ‘perceived behavioural control’. Intention 

is influenced by three constructs: ‘attitude towards the behaviour’, ‘subjective norm’, and 

‘perceived behavioural control’. In the 2000s, the theory of planned behaviour was often 

applied to models of organic food purchasing (Chen, 2007; Dean, Raats, & Shepherd, 2008; 

Gracia & de Magistris, 2007; Lorenz, Hartmann, & Simons, 2015; Paul, Modi, & Patel, 2016; 

Tarkiainen & Sundqvist, 2005). 

Value-belief-norm theory (Stern et al., 1999) links the value theory of Schwartz (1992) 

to norm-activation theory by building on a causal link between values, beliefs, and norms. 

According to Schwartz (1992), personal norms refer to an individual’s conviction that acting 

in a certain way is either right or wrong; however, activated personal norms are experienced 

as feelings of moral obligation when personal norms are not clearly formulated. A plethora of 

research explores the link between environment-friendly behaviour and the purchase of 

organic food (Bonn, Cronin Jr., & Cho, 2016; Grunert & Juhl, 1995; Magnusson et al., 2003; 

Thøgersen & Ölander, 2006). 

Having evolved from economic theories, such as random utility theory and utility 

maximising theory, the consumer economics literature employs models that assess 

consumers’ choice of alternatives that yield the greatest utility to them. The random utility 
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theory (McFadden, 1974) provides a theoretical basis for the approach and analysis of choice 

experiments, and assumes that participants choose the option that yields them the highest 

utility or level of satisfaction from a choice of alternatives. In accordance with this model, the 

utility function is decomposed into two parts, a deterministic part representing observed 

influences, and a stochastic part representing unobservable impacts on individual choice 

(Hensher, Rose, & Greene, 2008). Mimicking the shopping experience, when consumers are 

faced with a choice of products among alternatives, the random utility model in consumer 

behaviour literature is accompanied by cue utilisation theory (Bi, Gao, House, & Hausmann, 

2015). Cue utilisation theory (Olson, 1978) is viewed as a complex form of information 

processing that involves consumers making inferences about products from cues available at 

the point of sale. Application of cue utilisation theory in the context of organic food is 

grounded on the theoretical assumption that consumers rely on extrinsic cues when intrinsic 

cues of a product are difficult for consumers to assess, as is the case with organic food 

products (Thøgersen, Pedersen, Paternoga, Schwendel, & Aschemann-Witzel, 2017). 

Another theoretical approach that often accompanies random utility model is the 

stimulus-organism-response model (Lee & Yun, 2015). The stimulus-organism-response 

model (S-O-R) of Mehrabian and Russell (1974) is based on three elements, stimuli, 

organisms, and responses, whereby stimuli usually originate externally to the individual, 

organisms refer to internal states that arise from the stimuli, and responses are the final 

behavioural outcomes. In organic food purchase literature, the S-O-R model operationalises 

consumer perceptions of organic food as stimuli, consumer attitudes as organisms, and 

behavioural intentions as responses (Hempel & Hamm, 2016b; Lee & Yun, 2015). 
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A plethora of literature is available that discusses personal determinants of organic food 

purchase. However, different theoretical models and determinants are used in the literature 

(Table 2.1). Table 2.1 provides an overview of the theories that are most frequently used in 

organic food purchase literature and provides their categorisation within three main themes 

under behavioural, value and economic perspectives.
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Table 2.1 Commonly used theories explaining motivations of organic food purchase 

Theory / approach Theory description Findings in organic food context Examples of Applications 

Behavioural perspective 

Theory of planned 

behaviour (Ajzen, 

1991) 

The theory of planned behaviour (Ajzen, 1991) is a model 

that predicts behaviour based on ‘intention to perform the 

behaviour’ and ‘(perceived) behavioural control’. Intention is 

influenced by three constructs: ‘attitude towards the 

behaviour’, ‘subjective norm’ and ‘perceived behavioural 

control (PBC)’. 

The path from intention to buy organic food was 

found to be positive and significant. Consumers’ 

beliefs about health and environmental-friendliness 

influence attitudes towards buying organic food. 

Perceived barriers to purchasing organic food were 

found to be mainly price, availability, and lack of 

trust. 

(Aertsens et al., 2011; 

Aertsens, Verbeke, et al., 

2009; Arvola et al., 2008; 

Chen, 2007; de Magistris & 

Gracia, 2008; Kriwy & 

Mecking, 2012) 

Theory of reasoned 

action (Fishbein and 

Ajzen, 1975; Ajzen 

and Fishbein, 2005) 

The theory of reasoned action (TRA) (Fishbein and Ajzen, 

1975; Ajzen and Fishbein, 2005) indicates that ‘attitude’ is an 

important predictor of ‘behavioural intention’. 

Attitude was found to be a significant predictor of 

intention to purchase and consume organic food. 

(Aertsens, Verbeke, et al., 

2009; de Magistris & 

Gracia, 2014; Thøgersen, 

2012) 

Norm Activation 

Theory (Schwartz, 

1977) 

The basic premise of the theory is that moral or personal 

norms are direct determinants of pro-social behaviour and is 

used to explain environment-friendly behaviour. Altruistic (or 

pro-environmental) behaviour is influenced by feelings of 

moral obligation to act on one's personal internalised norms. 

These norms become activated when a person is aware of 

harmful consequences to others caused by a state of the 

environment and when the person ascribes responsibility to 

themselves for changing the condition. 

The effect of personal norms on intention to 

purchase organic food was found to be stronger 

than the effect of subjective (social) norms. 

Environmentally responsible behaviour is linked to 

strength of personal norms. 

(Krystallis et al., 2012; de 

Maya, López-López, & 

Munuera, 2011; Honkanen, 

Verplanken, & Olsen, 

2006; Krystallis et al., 

2012) 

Attitude-Behaviour-

Context (ABC) theory 

(Guagnano, Stern, & 

Dietz, 1995) 

ABC theory proposes that attitudes affect behaviour when 

context is neutral. Context includes policies, regulations, 

costs, and other exogenous influences. 

Consumers of organic food are motivated by values, 

beliefs, and creation of norms. Knowledge and 

information seeking shape attitudes to organic food. 

(Nie & Zepeda, 2011; 

Zepeda & Deal, 2009) 

Means–end Chain 

model (Gutman, 1982) 

The model is based on two fundamental assumptions about 

consumer behaviour: (1) that values defined here as desirable 

end-states of existence play a dominant role in guiding choice 

patterns; (2) that people cope with the tremendous diversity 

Consumers think about product attributes in terms 

of personal consequences, such as benefits and 

risks. Consumers see organic food as benefitting 

health and ‘without chemicals’. The environmental-

(Chen et al., 2015; Zagata, 

2014; Zanoli & Naspetti, 

2002) 
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of products that are potential satisfiers of their values by 

grouping them into sets or classes, in order to reduce the 

complexity of choice. The model seeks to explain how a 

product or service selection facilitates the achievement of 

consumers’ desired end-states. 

friendliness of organic food helps consumers 

achieve their means of balancing the relationship 

between society and nature. 

Cognitive dissonance 

theory (Festinger, 

1957) 

Festinger’s theory of cognitive dissonance is helpful in 

explaining the way consumers react emotionally to shocking 

information and process such information rationally 

thereafter, in order to create a consistency between emotional 

impulses and rational beliefs. 

The premium price of organic food is likely to 

produce cognitive dissonance in consumers who 

buy it. This motivates consumers to attempt to 

reduce cognitive dissonance by bolstering their 

cognitive structure with favourable beliefs about 

organic food to reduce the anxiety produced by 

paying a premium price. 

(D’Amato & Falzon, 2015; 

Hjelmar, 2011; Thøgersen, 

2011) 

Value perspective 

Schwartz (1992) value 

theory and 

measurement 

approach 

A total of 56 values and motivational domains, Schwartz 

(1997) proposes a systematic theory of the content and 

organisation of individuals’ value systems called Values 

Theory. This theory identifies a comprehensive set of 10 

different types of cross-cultural values (value domains), 

namely, benevolence, universalism, self-direction, 

stimulation, hedonism, achievement, power, security, 

conformity, and tradition. 

Several studies have applied value theory, most of 

them in combination with the means-end approach. 

Health is highly linked to value; ‘security’ is the 

strongest motive to purchase organic food. 

(de Maya et al., 2011; 

Hansen, Sørensen, & 

Eriksen, 2018; Krystallis et 

al., 2012; Makatouni, 2002) 

Value-Belief-Norm 

(VBN) theory (Stern et 

al., 1999) 

VBN theory is built on a causal link between values, beliefs, 

and norms. VBN theory is a prominent framework applied to 

predict the formation of attitudes, which are determined 

through values, beliefs, and norms. Values, beliefs, and 

norms shape consumers’ attitudes towards certain types of 

food and motivate consumers to buy, or not to buy, them. 

Stern (2000) developed Norm Activation Theory into a 

Value-Belief-Norm theory of environmentalism, which 

integrates the Schwartz (1992) value theory, the Norm 

Activation Theory (Schwartz, 1977), and New Environmental 

Paradigm (Dunlap and van Liere, 1978) perspectives in a 

VBN theory asserts that values directly determine 

beliefs, which in turn affect norms, which is what 

determines behaviour. Consumers of organic food 

highlight the importance of the environment and 

health as reasons to purchase organic food. VBN 

provides a framework of how attitudes are 

formulated. 

(Zepeda & Deal, 2009) 
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causal chain leading to environment-friendly behaviour. 

Cost-benefit approach 

(Drèze & Stern, 1987) 

Cost-benefit analysis is the examination of a decision in terms 

of its consequences or costs and benefits. 

Perceived benefits of organic food include health, 

nutritional value, animal welfare, and 

environmental protection. The costs of consuming 

organic products include premium prices and 

difficulties obtaining the products. 

(Bezawada & Pauwels, 

2013; Van Doorn & 

Verhoef, 2015) 

Expectancy-value 

theory (Ajzen & 

Fishbein, 2005, 2008; 

Fishbein & Ajzen, 

1975) 

Expectancy-value theory posits that attitudes result from the 

multiplication of beliefs with their evaluations. 

Consumers tend to hold positive attitudes towards 

the purchase and consumption of organic food. In 

particular, beliefs about health, taste, and 

environmental consequences have the strongest 

influence on attitude towards buying organic. 

(Aertsens, Verbeke, et al., 

2009; Arvola et al., 2008; 

Saba & Messina, 2003; 

Thøgersen et al., 2015) 

Value-belief-norm 

theory (Stern et al., 

1999) 

Value-belief-norm theory postulates that the consequences 

that matter in activating personal norms are adverse 

consequences to whatever the individual values. The link 

from values to environment-friendly behaviour is moderated 

by particular beliefs, such as beliefs about which people or 

things are affected by environmental conditions and about 

whether there are individual actions that could alleviate 

threats. 

Environmental values play a primary role in pro-

environmental behaviour: values affect people’s 

beliefs, which then have influences on personal 

norms that lead to pro-environmental behaviours by 

consumers. 

(Pickett-Baker & Ozaki, 

2008; Van Dam & Fischer, 

2015) 

Construal level theory 

(CLT) (Liberman & 

Trope, 1998; 

Liberman, Trope, & 

Wakslak, 2007) 

According to CLT, every event, activity, individual, or object 

can be perceived as either close or distant. A lower-level 

construal is concrete, relatively unstructured, contextualised, 

and contains subordinate and secondary features of the object. 

In contrast, a higher-level construal is abstract, schematic, 

decontextualised, and contains the essence of the object. The 

influence of temporal distance from a future action on the 

salience of benefit and cost considerations – the antecedents 

of individuals’ likelihoods in pursuing time-based benefits 

associated with particular consumption and purchase 

behaviours. 

Research has established significant associations 

between level of involvement, prior knowledge 

level, and product usage level, and some association 

between time orientation and the temporally-

emphasised consumption benefits consumers 

ultimately pursue. 

Healthy eating does not always mean the same for 

different individuals; it depends, at least partly, on 

the representation level they are reasoning from. 

For example, an unhealthy product like chips is 

judged to be less unhealthy if eating is represented 

at an abstract level, rather than a concrete level, at 

the time of evaluation. 

(Gad Mohsen & Dacko, 

2013; Ronteltap, Sijtsema, 

Dagevos, & de Winter, 

2012) 
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Economics perspective 

Random utility theory 

(McFadden, 1974)  

Random utility theory proposes that individual consumers 

choose alternatives that yield the greatest utility and so the 

probability of selecting an alternative increases as the utility 

associated with it increases. 

Findings differ depending on the models used in the 

experimental design. 

(Burton et al., 2001; 

Sriwaranun, Gan, Lee, & 

Cohen, 2015) 

Utility maximizing 

theory (Hanemann, 

1984) 

The dichotomous individual response is linked to the 

maximum utility choice, which allows the calculation of the 

willingness to purchase from appropriate measures. 

Consumers concerned about health and 

environment are most likely to purchase organic 

food and are willing to pay a premium price. 

(Gil, Gracia, & Sánchez, 

2000; Li, Zepeda, & Gould, 

2007; Wägeli, Janssen, & 

Hamm, 2016) 

Consumer demand 

theory (Lancaster, 

1966) 

Often used in combination with random utility theory, 

Lancaster’s consumer demand theory explains that 

consumers’ utility depends on product characteristics, rather 

than on the product itself. 

Consumers choose the product (organic versus 

conventional) that possesses the combination of 

attributes that maximises its utility. Consumers’ 

perceived benefits of organic food (environmental 

and health) contribute to the choice of organic food. 

(Gracia & de Magistris, 

2008; Grunert, 2005; 

Onyango, Hallman, & 

Bellows, 2007) 

Information 

economics theory 

(Darby & Karni, 1973; 

Nelson, 1970) 

Information economics theory, which considers products as 

possessing any or all of three types of characteristics: search 

characteristics (discernible before purchase and serving as a 

quality cue to the consumer), experience characteristics 

(discernible only after purchase and consumption of the 

product), and credence characteristics (those that can be 

neither identified nor assessed; they have to be taken on 

faith). 

The organic feature, as a process-related product 

attribute in accordance with information economics 

theory, is a credence attribute, which is difficult for 

consumers to verify. 

(Barrena & Sánchez, 2010; 

Lee & Yun, 2015; 

Thøgersen et al., 2017) 
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The themes originating from the review of theoretical approaches applied in the studies 

of organic food purchase can be aggregated under three common themes. The observed 

themes include behavioural, value, and economics perspectives. 

• Behavioural perspective: the overwhelming majority of studies rely on a 

behavioural perspective that seeks to explore the motivations leading consumers 

to a purchase decision. 

• Value perspective: a number of studies use a value approach to examine the link 

between consumer purchase decisions and the values that motivate these 

decisions. 

• Economics perspective: an increasing number of studies utilise this perspective to 

examine consumers’ choice of products based on evaluation of a product’s utility 

and available alternatives. 

Although the models all applied to the theoretical approach to organic food purchase in 

the studies examining organic food purchase decision making, they contributed to the field 

from different perspectives. Consequently, the contributions of the individual studies are 

limited to the perspectives and particular theories that were adopted. Moreover, the majority 

of the studies on consumer purchase behaviour towards organic food are exploratory rather 

than theoretical in nature (Tsakiridou et al., 2008). 

The theories that were applied within this thesis belong to the behavioural perspective 

(theory of planned behaviour) and economics perspective (information economics theory and 

cue utilisation theory). Each of these theories are discussed in detail in the next sections of 

this chapter. 
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2.3 Theory of reasoned action and theory of planned behaviour 

Although theoretical explanations of purchasing behaviour vary substantially across the 

previous studies, common themes related to the relationship between consumers’ perceptions, 

preferences, intentions, and purchase behaviour can be identified. Consumer purchase 

behaviour of organic food is mainly explored using cognitive behavioural science. Theories, 

such as the theory of reasoned action, (henceforth TRA) (Ajzen & Fishbein, 2005; Fishbein 

& Ajzen, 1975), and later, the theory of planned behaviour (TPB) (Ajzen, 1991), are most 

commonly used to rationalise the factors motivating consumer choice of organic food. 

Developed in 1975 (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975), TRA is concerned with predicting consumers’ 

intentions to undertake reasoned actions as part of their ordinary life choices, or, in other 

words, individuals’ intentions to engage in certain behaviour. Under this theory, organic food 

purchase intention indicates the extent to which consumers are willing to purchase organic 

food (Aertsens, Mondelaers, & Van Huylenbroeck, 2009; Kumar, Manrai, & Manrai, 2017; 

Scalco et al., 2017). The TRA model posits that intention to perform the behaviour is the best 

predictor of behaviour. Since the model fails to address the control factors of an intention, 

perceived behavioural control factors were introduced into an extended model of TRA, 

namely TPB (Paul et al., 2016). To illustrate this, some consumers may view organic food 

positively but are unable to purchase it due to their own perceived constraints, such as 

product unavailability, low income, or other non-volitional factors. 

Introduced by Ajzen (1991), the TPB model predicts consumer behaviour based on 

intention to perform a behaviour and perceived behavioural control. The model posits that 

consumer intention is influenced by three constructs: attitude towards the behaviour, 
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subjective norm, and perceived behavioural control. The first determinant of behavioural 

intention, attitude towards the behaviour, refers to the degree to which a person has a 

favourable or unfavourable evaluation of the behaviour in question (Ajzen, 1991). The 

second determinant of behavioural intention, subjective norm, refers to the perceived social 

pressure to perform, or not to perform, a behaviour (Ajzen, 1991). The third determinant, 

considered the most important determinant of behavioural intention, is perceived behavioural 

control and refers to the perceived ease or difficulty of performing a behaviour (Ajzen, 1991). 

In this way, extending the boundaries of TRA, the TPB model allows for the examination of 

the influence of consumers’ personal determinants, their social surroundings, and non-

volitional determinants on intention (Han, Hsu, & Sheu, 2010). 

The TPB model has been widely applied as a conceptual framework in the context of 

organic food purchase investigating the relationship between attitude to organic food and 

action (i.e. purchase) (e.g. Aertsens, Mondelaers, & Van Huylenbroeck, 2009; Aertsens, 

Mondelaers, Verbeke, Buysse, & van Huylenbroeck, 2011; Arvola et al., 2008; M. F. Chen, 

2007; De-Magistris & Gracia, 2014; de Magistris & Gracia, 2008; Guido, Prete, Peluso, 

Maloumby-Baka, & Buffa, 2010; Kriwy & Mecking, 2012). Previous studies demonstrate 

that attitude to organic food is the main predictor of consumer intention to purchase organic 

food (Dean, Raats, & Shepherd, 2012; Zhou, Thøgersen, Ruan, & Huang, 2013). Moreover, 

previous studies demonstrate that perceived behavioural control positively affects intention 

(Tarkiainen & Sundqvist, 2005; Thøgersen, 2012). Interestingly, some studies report that 

perceived behavioural control and subjective norms are not significant predictors of intention 

(Yazdanpanah & Forouzani, 2015). 
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Although the TRA and TPB models have received significant empirical support, a 

review of the literature suggests that other variables can be added, in order to understand 

consumers’ organic food purchasing more comprehensively. Although considerable research 

into purchase intention and purchase behaviour exists, no other study focuses on such a wide 

range of factors affecting consumer purchase behaviour towards organic food, including 

attitudes and perceived behavioural control, as this thesis. This thesis applies the theories of 

TRA and TPB in the context of organic food purchase. 

2.4 Information economics theory 

In the context of the organic food market, information economics theory helps explore 

information asymmetry, with respect to the needs of consumers present in a credence goods 

market. In the applied marketing planning literature, the theory of information economics 

(Philips, 1988; Stigler, 1961) posits that sellers respond to market uncertainty by seeking to 

have an asymmetric information advantage over rivals. The central premise of information 

economics theory is that information asymmetries are present in almost all market situations, 

whereby the different parties involved in an economic transaction do not possess equal 

information (Philips, 1988). 

Seminal works on asymmetrical information, illustrating the underpinnings of 

information economics theory in the seller-consumer relationship, include Akerlof’s market 

for ‘lemons’ example (Akerlof, 1970). Akerlof (1970) illustrates consumers’ difficulties in 

knowing product qualities prior to purchase based on an example of low-quality cars, or so-

called ‘lemons’. Since the consumer has considerably less information about the car than the 

seller, they are likely to ask for a lower price in case they are getting a ‘lemon’. Such 
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behaviour forces the high-quality car sellers out of the market, as they will not sell at lower 

prices, leaving the market full of ‘lemons’ (Bergset, 2015). In the case of the organic food 

market, where the information asymmetry lies within the credence nature of the market, in 

which consumers are unable to identify or verify the organic nature of a product, solutions to 

the described problem are found in what Akerlof (1970) calls ‘counteracting institutions’, 

such as guarantees, brands, and, in the case of organic food, organic certification labels. 

Information economics theory, also referred to as the theory of economics of 

information, offers a classification of product cues into search, experience, and credence 

attributes. The three attributes developed by Nelson (1970) and Darby and Karni (1973) have 

had strong empirical support since the 1970s, including in the context of organic food 

purchase (Fernqvist & Ekelund, 2014; Lee & Hwang, 2016; Nuttavuthisit & Thøgersen, 

2017; Wirth, Stanton, & Wiley, 2011; Yiridoe, Bonti-Ankomah, & Martin, 2005). 

Information economics theory has been applied to explaining consumer purchase decisions 

regarding organic food (Barrena & Sánchez, 2010; Mondelaers, Verbeke, & Van 

Huylenbroeck, 2009).  

Consumer research has relied heavily on the theoretical concept developed by Nelson 

(1970) and Darby and Karni (1973), which posits that attributes of goods possess search, 

experience, and credence characteristics. Search characteristics describe those product 

attributes that consumers can determine by inspection prior to purchase (Nelson, 1970), 

whereas experience characteristics refer to the attributes that consumers only discover after 

purchase, when the product is used. However, for some attributes, termed credence, 

consumers can never know the level of quality of an attribute, or even their level of need for 

this quality, supplied by a product (or a brand) (Darby & Karni, 1973). According to Darby 
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and Karni, this is because the average consumer does not have the necessary technical 

expertise to assess the quality of credence characteristics, or the costs of an inspection 

outweigh the need for assessment. The theory of information economics posits that 

consumers exert market power by withholding an original purchase when they discover an 

unsubstantiated search attribute claim, or by withholding repeat purchases when an 

experience attribute claim is unsubstantiated (Ford, Smith, & Swasy, 1990; Nelson, 1974). 

The fundamental assumption of the theory of information economics is that consumers are 

differentially sceptical of claims made about products or brands (Ford et al., 1990).  

Consumer scepticism about the organic food market can be attributed to two credence 

goods problems, or problems associated with the credence characteristics of organic food. As 

the a priori condition for credence goods problems, there is an information asymmetry 

between sellers and consumers. First, consumers may not notice if a product has been 

misrepresented as ‘organic’. Gottschalk (2018) suggests that when the interests of sellers and 

consumers are not aligned, sellers may misrepresent the true attributes of products in markets 

with information experts because credence characteristics prevent the consumer from 

noticing misrepresentation or fraud. For example, in the organic food market, the 

misrepresentation problem may stem from the credence characteristics that consumers are not 

able to evaluate a product’s organic production and some sellers misrepresent products as 

organic.  

Second, in a market with expert providers, consumers are not able to verify whether they 

have received a product or service with claimed characteristics. This poses a ‘no verifiability’ 

problem (Dulleck & Kerschbamer, 2006). To illustrate the two problems further, if a 

consumer does not know which particular quality of organic food they are looking for (e.g. 
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trying to avoid specific types of pesticides and fertilisers), then the information presented on 

a product label does not really allow them to evaluate whether organic production has met 

this need. Furthermore, even if a consumer did preliminary research on the pesticides and 

fertilisers allowed in organic production and purchased an organic food product, consumers 

are still not able to verify whether they have received the product without the type of 

pesticide they were trying to avoid. Although a certification label might limit the no 

verifiability problem, consumers still do not possess the same level of knowledge regarding 

organic production practices as the expert providers, that is, certification agencies. In other 

words, the two problems associated with credence characteristics can be described as goods 

for which consumers do not fully know what they need, and even if they did know this, they 

would not know what they were getting. 

2.5 Cue utilisation theory and random utility theory 

The concept of consumers using cues regarding product qualities is supported in the 

literature as being instrumental to explaining consumer purchase behaviour. Introduced by 

Olson (1978), the model of the cue utilisation process includes the inferential belief formation 

process. That is, consumers indirectly evaluate a product based on information that is 

available about the product when they shop (Lee & Yun, 2015). According to cue utilisation 

theory, consumers form an impression regarding the product from the present product 

attributes, and this cue-based evaluation, in turn, informs a purchase decision (Bredahl, 2001; 

Dodds et al., 1991; Hamlin, 2010; Helm & Mark, 2007). 

In making a purchase decision, consumers infer their expectations from a product’s 

intrinsic cues, defined as attributes that are part of the physical product, and extrinsic cues, 
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which are not part of the physical product. In line with cue utilisation theory, organic food 

purchase literature suggests that consumers tend to rely on intrinsic cues (such as appearance, 

taste, nutritional content) and extrinsic cues (such as brand, certification label, price) to gauge 

product quality, and this judgement, in turn, influences their behaviour (Grunert, 2005; 

Loebnitz, Schuitema, & Grunert, 2015). Moreover, previous studies have found that 

consumers tend to rely most on extrinsic cues when intrinsic cues are difficult to judge or 

assess (Thøgersen et al., 2017). 

Consumers encounter a set of product cues within a particular choice situation (Hamlin, 

2010). The set of multiple cues establishes a temporary evaluation structure (Hamlin, 2010). 

To help examine the decision-making process within a set of cues, random utility theory is 

applied. Random utility theory (McFadden, 1974) is used to help model choice behaviour by 

a decision maker, in this case, a consumer. The random utility hypothesis states that 

consumers choose from the available alternatives and make a choice that maximises their 

utility, and that the distribution of choices made in a population reflects the distribution of 

individual preferences. In other words, the theory proposes that consumers choose 

alternatives that yield the greatest utility and, therefore, the probability of selecting an 

alternative increases as the utility associated with it increases (Burton et al., 2001). The 

model takes into account a deterministic aspect, which is a function of the observed factors 

(product-level attributes included in the experiment), and a stochastic aspect, which results 

from unobservable factors that affect consumer choice, such as measurement errors in the 

explanatory variables and model specification errors (Mondelaers et al., 2009). 
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2.6 Conclusion 

This chapter provided an overview of the theoretical foundation of this thesis within the 

larger organic food purchase behaviour literature. A summary of the common theoretical 

approaches was provided, along with the three uncovered themes, including behavioural, 

value, and economics perspectives, which have been undertaken in the organic food purchase 

behaviour literature. The discussion presented the three theories applied in this thesis, 

namely, the theory of planned behaviour, information economics theory, and cue utilisation 

theory. The application of these theories in this thesis is presented in the chapters that follow. 

Paper One: ‘Lost in translation: distinctions in policymakers’ definitions and consumers’ 

understanding of “organic”’, reported in Chapter Four, employed the 

interpretive/constructivist paradigm within a qualitative framework. The exploratory nature 

of the study was predicated upon the idea that a particular theoretical framework does not 

apply to this study; on the contrary, theoretically unsupervised discovery of a computer-

generated, rather than a researcher-led, research approach ensured the generation of results 

that were not biased by the researcher’s knowledge of organic definitions or from the 

expectation bias associated with a particular theoretical framework. 

Paper Two: ‘A meta-analytic study of the factors driving the purchase of organic food’, 

reported in Chapter Five, employed the concepts of information economics theory and the 

theory of planned behaviour in the context of organic food purchase. Utilising the theory of 

planned behaviour, this study examined the factors driving the purchase of organic food by 

categorising them into concepts of information economics theory, namely, credence, search, 

and experience attributes. Constrained by the research approach encompassing as wide a 
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range of factors contributing to the consumer purchase of organic food, this research did not 

follow a specific framework of theory of planned behaviour or any theoretical approach. Due 

to the specifics of the research approach, with the meta-analytic systematic assessment of 

statistical findings of the previous literature, this study opted to collect data on a wide range 

of variables rather than limiting the variables to constructs within a particular theoretical 

framework.  

Paper Three: ‘What drives consumers’ choice of branded organic food products in retail 

stores?’, reported in Chapter Six, applied cue utilisation theory due to the nature of 

experimental research approach, which is based on consumers making inferences of product 

attributes based on alternatives. Using cue utilisation theory, this paper examined the 

influence of product attributes on consumers’ choice of an organic brand in the context of 

organic food with different degrees of processing. 

Next, the thesis proceeds with Chapter Three, which provides a review of the 

methodological framework and research design of the thesis. 
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3.1 Introduction 

The previous chapter reviewed the theoretical foundation to this thesis, discussing the 

three themes of the theoretical approach to studies on consumer purchase decisions regarding 

organic food. This research aimed to gain a deeper understanding of the factors driving 

consumer purchase of organic food, especially from the theoretical perspectives of 

behavioural and economics themes. Applying conceptual ideas from the combination of the 

theory of planned behaviour, the theory of reasoned action, and information economics 

theory, and then, using cue utilisation theory, the overall aim of the research was to increase 

the explanatory powers of the factors stimulating purchasing in the context of organic food.  

While organic food purchase behaviour has been widely studied, the gaps in the 

consumer behaviour literature relate to a methodological, rather than theoretical, research 

opportunity. To leverage this opportunity, this thesis takes a summative approach to 

contribute to the existing literature by, first, aggregating the literature findings on consumer 

understanding of the term organic, then, applying a statistical approach to combine the results 

of existing findings in the literature on a wide range of factors driving organic food purchase, 

and, finally, experimentally testing the product-side factors that trigger consumer purchase. 

This summative approach to the literature provides a snapshot in time of consumer attitudes 

and purchase behaviours towards organic food. The advantage of the approach undertaken in 

this thesis lies within resolving uncertainty, where the literature disagreed about the 

importance of certain factors, while also improving the explanatory power of the factors 

contributing to the purchase of organic food. 
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This chapter provides the connection between the theoretical foundation of this thesis 

and the three studies contained in Chapters Four, Five, and Six. Specifically, the chapter 

outlines the specific research design and the methodological framework that underpins this 

research. Following this introductory section, the second section of this chapter conveys the 

rationale for the research approach grounded in the mixed methods design. The third section 

describes, in detail, the research methods employed for this thesis, including content analysis, 

meta-analysis, and a discrete choice experiment. This section is followed by a brief 

description of the measure-development process, which is mostly covered in the relevant 

studies in Chapters Four, Five, and Six. The fifth section outlines a brief overview of the 

fieldwork and provides details of the approach to the systematic data collection and 

participant recruitment processes, and an overview of the data analyses employed in the three 

studies. The sixth section situates the research within a wider context. The chapter concludes 

with reflections on the methodological framework and the unique complications faced while 

conducting this research. 

3.2 Research approach 

The complexity of the problems within the area of consumer purchase of organic food 

points towards utilising the strengths of both qualitative and quantitative research. The 

combined use of qualitative and quantitative procedures provides an expanded understanding 

of research problems. Greater insight can be gained by combining both qualitative and 

quantitative research than by using either form by themselves (Creswell, 2009). Based on 

Creswell (2009), four aspects of a mixed methods study are discussed, namely, timing, 
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weighting, mixing, and theorizing pertained to the design procedures, and are summarised in 

Table 3.1. 

Table 3.1 Aspects of a mixed methods design 

 PAPER ONE PAPER TWO PAPER THREE 

DATA Qualitative Quantitative Quantitative 

PURPOSE Systematic review of literature Market testing 

METHOD Content analysis Meta-analysis Discrete choice experiment 

PHASE Phase One Phase Two 

APPROACH Inductive Deductive 

TIMING Sequential: Qualitative first 

WEIGHTING Quantitative 

MIXING Connecting 

THEORIZING Implicit 

 

The timing of qualitative and quantitative data collection was sequential. This was 

guided by the intent of the research. The first phase of the thesis, represented by the first of 

the three papers, aimed to systematically review the current literature in the field of consumer 

purchase behaviour. Paper One focused on a qualitative review, with the intent of the first 

phase being to explore the topic. Then, the intent was to expand understanding through a 

second phase, represented by Papers Two and Three, in which data was collected from a 

large sample of respondents. 

Weighting, or priority, has been given to quantitative over qualitative research in this 

thesis. This prioritising was informed by the research gaps in the literature and the areas that 

this thesis intends to emphasise. Quantitative information is emphasised over qualitative due 

to the use of a primarily deductive approach in the thesis. An inductive approach in Paper 

One was used in support of a larger investigation conducted using a deductive approach in 

Papers Two and Three. 
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The mixing of the two types of data, qualitative and quantitative, occurred during the 

phases of research. The qualitative and quantitative data were kept separate but connected. To 

this end, in this two-phase project, which began with a qualitative phase, the review of the 

literature, specifically focusing on the factors contributing to consumer purchase of organic 

food, has been used to inform and design the subsequent experimental study. In this way, 

qualitative and quantitative data were connected between the data analysis of the first phase 

of the research and the data collection of the second phase of the research. 

Theorizing is another factor to consider within the mixed methods design. Consumer 

behaviour theories informed the research framework of each of the three studies of this thesis. 

As a perspective lens, these theories have implicitly advocated the design of the study and the 

way the research questions were phrased. 

Based on the research approach, combining qualitative and quantitative data, and the 

sequential phasing of the research, sequential exploratory strategy was deemed appropriate. 

This strategy involves a first phase of qualitative data collection and analysis followed by a 

second phase of quantitative data collection and analysis, which builds on the results of the 

first phase. 

3.3 Research method 

This section outlines the research method employed in each of the three papers. Further 

details and justification of the method used are described within each paper in Chapters Four, 

Five, and Six, respectively. 

Content analysis. Paper One collected written traces of the ways different groups 

within the market participants describe and understand the definition and reviewed them in a 
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search for differences and overlap between the definitions. Paper One used an unstructured 

ontological discovery process through text analysis using the text mining software 

Leximancer (Leximancer 4) to discover components of organic food definition. Leximancer 

is well-suited to uncovering major themes through semantic information extraction (Dann, 

2010; Smith & Humphreys, 2006). The main differentiating feature of Leximancer from other 

content analysis software packages is an automated, rather than researcher-led, ontological 

procedure by means of machine learning, algorithms, and statistical processes (Dann, 2010). 

Unsupervised computer-generated themes discovery reduces the expectation bias associated 

with manual coding (Smith & Humphreys, 2006). 

Meta-analysis. A meta-analysis can provide insights into the shortcomings of the 

organic food purchase knowledge reported in the literature, such as inconclusiveness and 

variation in findings regarding the direction of the relationship between motivators and 

purchase behaviour (Gad Mohsen & Dacko, 2013; Paul & Rana, 2012). In Paper Two, first, 

the current state of research on organic food purchase was evaluated with a meta-analysis by 

estimating the mean values and effects of relationships between a range of motivators and the 

purchase intentions (e.g. Jayachandran et al., 2005). Second, meta-analysis involved a 

statistical synthesis of results from a series of studies, allowing the evaluation of the series of 

studies as an aggregate body of evidence, rather than considering studies in isolation 

(Borenstein, Hedges, Higgins, & Rothstein, 2009). The results delineate the determinants, 

with the strongest impact on the intention to purchase organic fresh fruits and vegetables. The 

meta-analytic technique was used to establish (1) the direction of the effect of each of the 

determinants on the willingness to purchase organic fresh fruits and vegetables, (2) the 

statistical significance of the effect of these determinants, and (3) the magnitude of the effect. 
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Discrete choice experiment. In Paper Three, a discrete choice experiment was deemed 

appropriate, as it is a widely accepted method in marketing research and has been adopted in 

many studies on organic food consumption. A hypothetical conjoint analysis was used to 

investigate the role of different labels and product features in point-of-purchase decisions. 

Choice experiments simulate actual decision making and eliminate social desirability bias 

(Hoek, Pearson, James, Lawrence, & Friel, 2017). Conjoint choices provide participants with 

alternatives presented in a matrix that makes it easy to identify important attributes, with 

attributes shuffled in each succeeding choice task (Meißner, Musalem, & Huber, 2016). The 

independent presentation of choice alternatives in a matrix with a separate cell for each 

attribute simplifies the task for participants and allows them to focus on the attributes that are 

most important to them (Meißner et al., 2016). 

3.4 Development of measures 

The measurement of constructs is an integral part of research and an important aspect 

of quantitative research design. After a careful review of the literature for the appropriate 

measures, phase two of this research (the quantitative stage) adopted the existing measures of 

the constructs. To evaluate the face and content validity of all measures, a pilot study was 

conducted, with details reported in Paper Three. 

3.5 Sample, data collection, and data analysis 

For the systematic reviews undertaken and reported in Papers One and Two, a 

transparent process of searching for studies and clear inclusion criteria for the analysis were 

employed to ensure the objectivity and replicability of the results (Borenstein et al., 2009), as 
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well as the trustworthiness of the conclusions (Cooper, 2009). The literature retrieval 

procedures recommended in Lipsey and Wilson (2001) and followed by Kirca et al. (2011) 

were used in the development of the synthesis database. First, a coding protocol postulating 

the data to be extracted from each study was prepared. This protocol was sent for revision to 

an external researcher to examine the coding scheme. Second, two coders independently 

coded each study following the code form template. Independent coding ensured the 

reliability of the coding process (Lipsey & Wilson, 2001). Finally, any inconsistencies during 

the coding were resolved in a discussion. 

In Paper One, the data analysis for the content analysis study employed text mining 

software (Leximancer 4). Leximancer was deployed in this study for the main purpose of 

uncovering themes in the meanings of the term ‘organic’, through an approach unbiased from 

own knowledge about the definitions, following the methodological procedures in Dann 

(2010). The analysis process consisted of two stages, from exploration of the dominant 

thematic groups, first, followed by the discovery of related concept groups within the textual 

data leading to the outcome of semantically sound components of what constitutes the notion 

of ‘organic’. 

In Paper Two, the data analysis for the meta-analytical study followed formulae used 

by the ‘Practical Meta-Analysis Effect Size Calculator’ (Lipsey & Wilson, 2001) and effect 

sizes conversion formulae by Borenstein et al. (2009). All necessary corrections during effect 

sizes computations were performed accordingly, following the methods of Hunter and 

Schmidt (2004), to ensure the imperfections of the research methods used in the original 

studies were corrected, to account for the skewness of the distribution of sample correlation 

coefficients, and to test for possible bias (Lipsey & Wilson, 2001). 
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In Paper Three, the sample and data collection were determined by the design of the 

study and research question posed. Based on previous comparable studies and the 

experimental design of the discrete choice experiment, the size of an appropriate sample size 

was calculated. The data were collected in a survey from a panel made available through a 

professional research agency. The survey was administered to a sample of people who 

shopped frequently in supermarkets and who had previously purchased organic food. The 

collected data were analysed by using the STATA software package. A number of statistical 

techniques – descriptive analysis, factor analysis, reliability, convergent validity, and 

regression analysis – were conducted to describe data, perform preliminary analysis, and test 

hypotheses. 

3.6 Research contexts 

Product category context. Although the content analysis in Paper One is not limited to 

a specific product type, and rather explores consumers’ generic interpretations of the term 

‘organic’, other studies in the thesis are more specific. Paper Two limits meta-analytical 

review to previous studies that report consumer purchase behaviour towards organic food. 

Non-food items, including beverages, are excluded from the analysis. Papers One and Two 

lead the context towards narrowing the scope to organic fresh fruit and vegetables. The focus 

on organic vegetables is defended because, for many consumers, fruit and vegetables are the 

main entry point into the organic market (Padel & Foster, 2005), and because organic fruit 

and vegetables make up a high proportion of the total organic produce consumed (Willer & 

Lernoud, 2017). However, to analyse the results for the fresh fruit and vegetables product 

category, this study collected results for unprocessed, minimally processed, and highly 
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processed food categories. While several choice experiment studies of consumer preferences 

have been conducted using organic fresh fruit and vegetables, especially apples (Costanigro, 

Kroll, Thilmany, & Bunning, 2014; Jensen & Mørkbak, 2013; Loureiro, McCluskey, & 

Mittelhammer, 2001) and tomatoes (Becker, Tavor, Friedler, & Bar, 2015; Carroll, Bernard, 

& Pesek, 2013; Yue & Tong, 2009), to our knowledge, limited studies compare the same 

product at its different stages of food processing (unprocessed, minimally, and highly 

processed). 

Geographical context. In Paper One, examination of the term ‘organic’, originating 

from policy guidelines and consumer perception studies, is limited to the North American, 

European, Australasian, and sub-continental Asian regions. In Paper Two, aggregation of the 

factors driving purchase of organic food was based on previous global literature and was not 

limited to any specific geographical region. In Paper Three, experimental design of consumer 

choice of organic brand was narrowed down to the Australian context. This limitation was 

necessary to ensure experiment participants had a high awareness of an organic retailer brand 

at one of the leading supermarkets. Paul and Rana (2012) state that ‘every market has 

different factors determining the popularity of organic food’. Thus, the proposed study posits 

that it is important to specify the factors that motivate Australian consumers towards organic 

products. Research on Australian consumers suggests that it is attitudinal, motivational, 

demographic, and behavioural factors (Lockie et al., 2004) that describe local organic 

consumers. 



Chapter Three  Methodological framework 

138 

 

 

 

 

3.7 Conclusion 

This chapter provided the rationale for the methodological framework and the 

combination of methodologies selected for this thesis. This chapter outlined key information 

underpinning the research described in further detail in the subsequent chapters. By providing 

a broad overview of the research approach and methods, this chapter intended to equip the 

reader to evaluate and understand the methods and results of this research project. Employing 

both qualitative and quantitative, formal study design, this thesis systematically assessed the 

results of previous research to derive conclusions about the factors motivating consumers to 

purchase organic food.  

The researcher’s reflections on the methodological framework are covered in the 

concluding sections of each of the three studies pertaining to the limitations of the research. 

Some of the unique complications faced while conducting this research were as follows. The 

first study employing content analysis of the definitions of the term ‘organic’ was limited in 

its aspiration towards a unified definition of ‘organic’ due to a lack of definitions from one of 

the market stakeholders, producers, and processors of organic food. The selected 

methodological approach involving a systematic ontological discovery through semantic 

information distraction helped to generate concepts that are employed by consumers and 

policymakers when defining ‘organic’, thus limiting the scope of the study to the interaction 

between these two market stakeholders. Future research could employ alternative data 

collection methods to enrich the summative definition of ‘organic’ with the 

producers’/processors’ perspectives on the term.  
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The second study employing a meta-analytic approach for an assessment of the key 

drivers of consumers’ perceptions and purchase behaviours towards organic food also faced a 

challenge during the data collection stage. The selected methodological approach was 

warranted by the identified research gap and an intended contribution embedded in a 

synthesis of empirical findings in the organic food purchase literature. However, the data 

collection stage revealed a complication associated with the nature of the data itself, and the 

researcher was faced with a choice of either ‘correlations’ data (representing correlations 

between consumer reasons for purchase and their purchase behaviours), which would limit 

the scope of study to a single consumer behaviour theory and diminish the generalisability of 

the results, or ‘proportions of respondents’ type data (representing the number of participants 

who rated certain aspects of organic food as the reasons to its purchase). The choice of 

proportions of respondents expressing their opinions on a Likert scale regarding their 

attitudes and purchase behaviours towards organic food allowed the analysis of a range of 

factors contributing to purchase behaviours that were not restricted to specific constructs 

underpinning a single theory. 

The third study employed an experimental design, in order to examine the hypothetical 

purchase decisions of consumers in marketplace scenarios with varying product attributes. 

Without real economic commitment consumers are less reluctant to spend money in 

hypothetical studies, resulting in a criticism known as a hypothetical bias (Ellison, Duff, 

Wang, & White, 2016). Despite the hypothetical bias, this study was limited to the 

geographical context of a single country – Australia. A further study employing a different 

methodological approach to examining consumers’ preferences for organic product attributes 

could be undertaken in a more realistic setting, such as at a supermarket, to alleviate concerns 
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over hypothetical bias and introduce additional variables moderating consumer choice of 

organic products and brands to attenuate some of the findings of this study. 

To summarise, despite the considerable contributions from each of the studies of this 

thesis, the limitations of each of the three studies were grounded in the choice of each 

methodological approach due to circumstances that became apparent during or after the data 

collection process. This chapter addressed issues pertinent to the adopted methodological 

framework, which were beyond the scope of the three papers making up Chapters Four, Five, 

and Six of the thesis. The following chapter applies the discussed content analysis and 

presents the first of the three papers of this thesis - Paper One: Lost in translation: distinctions 

in policymakers’ definitions and consumers’ understanding of ‘organic’. Chapter Two 

provides a systematic review of the related literature in the field of consumer purchase 

behaviour towards organic food and evaluation of the term ‘organic’. The chapter ends with a 

comparative discussion of the extent of consumer understanding of the term ‘organic’, critical 

to the research objective of the study. 



Chapter Three  Methodological framework 

141 

 

 

 

 

References 

Becker, N., Tavor, T., Friedler, L., & Bar, P. (2015). Two stages decision process toward 

organic food: the case of organic tomatoes in Israel. Agroecology and Sustainable Food 

Systems, 39(3), 342–361. 

Borenstein, M., Hedges, L. V., Higgins, J. P. T., & Rothstein, H. R. (2009). Introduction to 

Meta-Analysis. Chichester, UK: John Wiley & Sons, Ltd. 

Carroll, K. A., Bernard, J. C., & Pesek, J. D. (2013). Consumer preferences for tomatoes: The 

influence of local, organic, and state program promotions by purchasing venue. Journal 

of Agricultural and Resource Economics, 38(3), 379–396. 

Cooper, H. (2009). Research synthesis and meta-analysis: a step-by-step approach. Sage 

Publications. 

Costanigro, M., Kroll, S., Thilmany, D., & Bunning, M. (2014). Is it love for local/organic or 

hate for conventional? Asymmetric effects of information and taste on label preferences 

in an experimental auction. Food Quality and Preference, 31, 94–105. 

Creswell, J. W. (2009). Research design: Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods 

approaches (3rd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. 

Dann, S. (2010). Redefining social marketing with contemporary commercial marketing 

definitions. Journal of Business Research, 63(2010), 147–153. 

Ellison, B., Duff, B. R. L., Wang, Z., & White, T. B. (2016). Putting the organic label in 

context: Examining the interactions between the organic label, product type, and retail 

outlet. Food Quality and Preference, 49, 140–150. 

Gad Mohsen, M., & Dacko, S. (2013). An extension of the benefit segmentation base for the 

consumption of organic foods: A time perspective. Journal of Marketing Management, 

29(15–16), 1701–1728. 

Hoek, A. C., Pearson, D., James, S. W., Lawrence, M. A., & Friel, S. (2017). Healthy and 

environmentally sustainable food choices: consumer responses to point-of-purchase 

actions. Food Quality and Preference, 58, 94–106. 

Hunter, J. E., & Schmidt, F. L. (2004). Methods of meta-analysis: Correcting error and bias 

in research findings (2nd ed.). Newbury Park, CA: Sage Publications. 

Jayachandran, S., Sharma, S., Kaufman, P., & Raman, P. (2005). The role of relational 

information processes and technology use in customer relationship management. 

Journal of Marketing, 69(4), 177–192. 

Jensen, J. D., & Mørkbak, M. R. (2013). Role of gastronomic, externality and feasibility 

attributes in consumer demand for organic and local foods: The case of honey and 

apples. International Journal of Consumer Studies, 37(6), 634–641. 

Kirca, A. H., Tomas, G., Hult, M., Roth, K., Cavusgil, S. T., Perryy, M. Z., … White, R. C. 



Chapter Three  Methodological framework 

142 

 

 

 

 

(2011). Firm-specific assets, multinationality, and financial performance: a meta-

analytic review and theoretical integration. Academy of Management Journal, 54(1), 47–

72. 

Lipsey, M. W., & Wilson, D. B. (2001). Practical Meta-Analysis. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage 

Publications. 

Lockie, S., Lyons, K., Lawrence, G., & Grice, J. (2004). Choosing organics: A path analysis 

of factors underlying the selection of organic food among Australian consumers. 

Appetite, 43(2004), 135–146. 

Loureiro, M. L., McCluskey, J. J., & Mittelhammer, R. C. (2001). Assessing consumer 

preferences for organic, eco-labeled, and regular apples. Journal of Agricultural and 

Resource Economics, 26(2), 404–416. 

Meißner, M., Musalem, A., & Huber, J. (2016). Eye tracking reveals processes that enable 

conjoint choices to become increasingly efficient with practice. Journal of Marketing 

Research, 53(1), 1–17. 

Padel, S., & Foster, C. (2005). Exploring the gap between attitudes and behaviour: 

Understanding why consumers buy or do not buy organic food. British Food Journal, 

107(8), 606–625. 

Paul, J., & Rana, J. (2012). Consumer behavior and purchase intention for organic food. 

Journal of Consumer Marketing, 29(6), 412–422. 

Smith, A. E., & Humphreys, M. S. (2006). Evaluation of unsupervised semantic mapping of 

natural language with Leximancer concept mapping. Behavior Research Methods, 38(2), 

262–279. 

Willer, H., & Lernoud, J. (2017). Organic agriculture worldwide 2017: Current statistics. 

The World of Organic Agriculture. Frick, Switzerland: Research Institute of Organic 

Agriculture (FiBL). 

Yue, C., & Tong, C. (2009). Organic or local? Investigating consumer preference for fresh 

produce using a choice experiment with real economic incentives. HortScience, 44(2), 

366–371. 

 

 



Chapter Three  Methodological framework 

143 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR  

 
 
 
 
 

Paper One: 

Lost in translation: distinctions in 

policymakers’ definitions and 

consumers’ understanding of ‘organic’ 

 

 

 

This paper is under review at the International Journal of Consumer Studies: 

Massey, M., & O’Cass, A. (2018). Lost in translation: distinctions in policymakers’ 

definitions and consumers’ understanding of ‘organic’. Submitted to International Journal of 

Consumer Studies. 



Chapter Four  Paper One 

145 

 

 

 

 

Abstract 

While policy-level statements explain the meaning of organic, these appear different at 

first glance to reported consumer perceptions of organic. In seeking to address the level of 

potential differences in the meaning of organic this paper examines definitions of organic 

food. The study focuses on policy stipulations on production practices, and reported 

consumer perceptions, as outlined in academic research, using the text mining via 

Leximancer. There is overlap among different stakeholder groups understanding of concepts 

of production, pesticides content, certification, and comparisons to conventional food. There 

are also concepts, or defining criteria, unique to each stakeholder group. We contend that 

these differences reflect variation in stakeholders’ specific roles and level of involvement in 

the organic food market.  

Keywords: organic food, definitions, Leximancer, certification 
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4.1 Introduction 

Though a highly regulated market, organic food is distinguished by its claimed benefits 

over conventional food (Massey et al., 2018; Prada et al., 2017; Stolze & Lampkin, 2009). 

For many consumers, the term ‘organic’ evokes positive connotations of benefits for the 

individual (e.g. health, nutrition, safety, and self-presentation) and society (e.g. sustainable 

agriculture and the environment) (Azadi et al., 2011; Chang & Lusk, 2009; Hwang, 2016; 

Loebnitz & Aschemann-Witzel, 2016; Teng & Lu, 2016; Yazdanpanah, Forouzani, & Hojjati, 

2015). While policy-level statements defining ‘organic’ exist, there remain observable 

differences in how market stakeholders perceive the concept. For example, it has been shown 

that while consumers perceive positively organic food, few have accurate knowledge of the 

term, leading to uncertainties in the market and ambivalence among some stakeholders 

(Chryssochoidis, 2000; Peattie & Crane, 2005; Vega-Zamora, Torres-Ruiz, Murgado-

Armenteros, & Parras-Rosa, 2014). Aarset et al. (Aarset et al., 2004) note ‘what is organic to 

one consumer may not be organic to another and producers and regulators’ interpretations of 

the term may differ from those of the consumer’. Unpacking the potential differences in what 

organic means to consumers, producers, processors, resellers, and policymakers motivates 

our investigation. 

Scholars and policy advisors express concern that highly technological systems of food 

supply have disconnected consumers from producers, causing consumers to have less 

understanding of food today (Eden, 2009). For food, the label ‘organic’ regulates the 

consequences of production for health, the environment, and animal welfare, yet according to 

numerous studies, consumers believe that organic food has certain qualities and consequences 
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that are not included in the ‘official’ definition (Aschemann-Witzel & Zielke, 2017; Eden, 

2009). Previous studies report the existence of an information gap between the organic food 

industry and consumers, encouraging the organic industry to try to reconnect with consumers 

and address consumer uncertainties about the enforcement of organic standards (Duffy, 

Fearne, & Healing, 2005; Meyer, Coveney, Henderson, Ward, & Taylor, 2012; Perrini, 

Castaldo, Misani, & Tencati, 2010; Roitner-Schobesberger, Darnhofer, Somsook, & Vogl, 

2008; Rousseau & Vranken, 2013). 

This paper focuses on organic food, examining the policy stipulations of production 

practices and consumer perceptions, as explained by prior academic research. Different 

wording in the definitions formulated by policymakers are illustrated through examples of 

national standards (national level), certification authorities’ standards (industry level) across 

different countries and regions, as well as international agreements on standards 

(intergovernmental level). The extent that differences exist and vary widely, may hold 

important implications for communication between market stakeholders and the longer-term 

value of organics. To this end, we show that there are differences in the terminology and 

definitions used by stakeholders, which we then build our discussion on focusing on how 

these differences could cause misunderstanding and miscommunication in the market. We 

anticipate that by identifying more clearly differences specific stakeholders have regarding 

meaning and interpretation of ‘organic’ will help understand whether the communication 

among stakeholders needs to be improved and vocabularies aligned for a shared 

understanding of the term and its maintenance as a value laden product for all stakeholders.  

We compare the keywords used to describe ‘organic’: by surveyed consumers, by 

research scholars, and in national and international regulations of the term. The reason for 



Chapter Four  Paper One 

148 

 

 

 

 

including scholars’ descriptions is to find whether, in seeking to communicate with 

consumers, their studies emphasise certain attributes of organic distinct from those described 

by policymakers in regulatory guidelines. The reason for examining policymakers’ and 

consumers’ definitions of organic was to compare the terminology employed by two groups 

at different levels at the market: regulatory level as opposed to consumer level. First, we 

examine the regulatory definitions formulated by certification authorities in their capacity of 

regulating organic market activities at the international and national levels. Second, we use an 

unstructured ontological discovery process, performing text analysis using Leximancer 

software, to discover the components of organic food definition from policymakers’, 

scholars’, and consumers’ perspectives. Third, we discuss how the roles and motivations to 

participate in the organic market of consumers, producers, and policymakers may explain the 

differences in their respective perceptions of the term. Finally, we present components of a 

deconstructed definition of the term ‘organic’ from stakeholder perspectives.  

4.2 Background 

While organic market stakeholders are not homogenous, several studies highlight the 

existence of a shared understanding of ‘organic’ (Padel et al., 2007). On the question of what 

defines ‘organic’, we aim to summarise both the overlapping areas and divergences between 

policymakers’ and consumers’ opinions. The lack of consensus in evolving definitions has 

prompted concern among scholars, who highlight its potential to inhibit commercial 

marketing of organic food products (Krystallis et al., 2006; Midmore, Francois, & Ness, 

2011). For example, confusion with the positive connotations or other product categories (e.g. 
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‘cage-free’, ‘natural’, or ‘fair trade’) (Grunert et al., 2014; Hughner et al., 2007; Rousseau, 

2015) may reduce the income of the organic food sector. 

Appendix 4.A demonstrates that definitions from regulatory sources vary within the 

same level of authority and between the intergovernmental, national, and industry levels of 

authority. The highlighted definitions demonstrate that there is no singular or unified 

agreement of what organic means among the official industry regulating bodies. As such, it is 

unreasonable to expect other industry players to be well informed of organics and their 

implications. Moreover, the specifics of definitions demonstrated in the Appendix 4.A make 

it challenging for consumers to easily comprehend the meaning of definitions – each of the 

sourced regulatory documents were voluminous manuals intended for the regulatory and 

certification authorities rather than written in lay language at consumers’ level of 

understanding.  

Some of the differences in policymakers’ perspectives of organic can be attributed to the 

varying roles regulatory authorities play in different countries. For example, in the USA, 

organic accreditation verifies certification undertaken by the government under a 

standardized system. In contrast, in Australia, certification is undertaken by six commercial 

companies. This demonstrates variability in the nature of policy and stakeholder influences.  

From policymakers’ perspective, the definition of organic resides in certification 

standards. Regardless of policymaking, there are production and processing methods that 

determine organic integrity, and these methods combine to establish definitions across a 

variety of regulatory bodies (Dabbert, Lippert, & Zorn, 2014). National standards vary 

between countries, and certification standards, although they follow national standards, vary 

between independent certification bodies within a single country (Janssen & Hamm, 2014). 
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However, all certification standards we examined include similar requirements regarding 

approved production practices. We synthesised the concepts used in principles of organic 

production by certification authorities in Australia to illustrate the hierarchy of concepts 

applicable to different levels: policymaking, production and consumption (Table 4.1). 

Essentially, for policymakers, ‘organic’ encapsulates a production method satisfying six main 

criteria: quality of soil, inputs, fertility management, pest and disease management, water 

quality, and record systems. 

 

Table 4.1 Synthesis of definitions by concepts and levels 

Level Policymaking level Production level Consumption level 

Sources Based on Principles in 

standards 

Based on Quality Check for 

certification 

Based on consumer surveys 

Concepts Eco system 

Improvement 

No degradation 

Positive impact 

Soil quality Exposure to chemicals 

Pesticides 

GMO 

 Sale 

Processing 

Packaging 

Transport 

Water quality Environment and animal 

concerns 

  Product ingredients Nutrition 

  Labelling Taste 

  Pest control Quality 

  Inputs 

Crop practices and rules for 

food additives 

Livestock practices 

Price 

  Production management Availability 

Note: Principles in the Australian National Standard (Australian Certified Organic, 2013; Australian Organic 

Ltd., 2016; Organic Industry Standards and Certification Committee, 2015), Quality Checklist for certification 

(Australian Organic Ltd., 2016), and self-reported reasons for organic food preference in consumer surveys 

(Appendix 4.A). 

 

Table 4.1 illustrates the difference in concepts used by policymakers and consumers in 

relation to organic food. Consumers perceive organic food based on the benefits derived from 

its consumption. Labelling of organic food is the only way consumers’ access information 
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about the organic quality of food in the market. Mere use of the word ‘organic’ is not actually 

regulated in some countries, like Australia or the USA, and can be falsely used on packaging, 

along with such words as ‘environmentally friendly’ and ‘natural’. However, to assist 

mindful consumers in choosing products, certifying bodies substantiate organic claims, 

distinguishing those that are genuine by awarding an official organic certification label (Wier, 

O’Doherty Jensen, K., Anderson, & Millock, 2008). Labelling and certification are important 

indicators for consumers as they help in assessment of product quality and making purchase 

decisions (Prentice, Chen, & Wang, 2017). While there is no universal definition of the term 

‘organic’, organic agriculture regulations have been developed at the national and regional 

level to define minimum standards in major markets, like the USA and Europe (Batte, 

Hooker, Haab, & Beaverson, 2007; Dabbert et al., 2014; Raynolds, 2000). Organic meanings 

and practices have been consolidated under a singular definition through the establishment of 

the International Federation of Organic Agriculture Movements (IFOAM). Although this 

definition has become popularised, with IFOAM standards acceptance spreading among its 

787 members from 119 countries (IFOAM Organics International, 2016), there is an ongoing 

controversy among regulatory bodies over the certification requirements (Dabbert et al., 

2014; Guthman, 2004; Torjusen, Sangstad, Jensen O’Doherty, & Kjaernes, 2004). 

In an extensive analysis comparing EU regulation with other national and international 

standards, Schmid et al. (2007) found several hundred differences among them, mostly in the 

areas of labelling and claims, plant production, livestock, and processing. The differences 

among organic standards are explained by different political processes and the influence of 

different stakeholder perceptions (Getz & Shreck, 2006; Schmid et al., 2007). For example, 

high consumer awareness of the organic market increases the differentiation of organic 
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standards in the EU. Further, market stakeholders influencing regulatory bodies, competition 

among organic farmers’ associations, and private organic labels in a country may all lead to 

more detailed standards. There are also influences on regulations from competition with 

conventional food: the specific productions, such as animal welfare friendly labels, fair trade 

labels, or integrated production labels, push for greater differentiation of organic regulations. 

Ultimately, organic market stakeholders’ primary demands of policymakers are to increase 

differentiation and give a clear profile to organic claims. The influence of regulatory 

authorities on the organic food market is not restricted to production requirements and their 

associated impacts: indeed, they are capable of changing a whole nation’s consumption 

habits. Bhutan and Denmark have both announced plans to become 100% organic nations, 

with governmental support for converting farmlands from traditional to organic and 

stimulating demand for organic products (Ministry of Food Agriculture and Fisheries of 

Denmark, 2015; Wai, 2014).  

A cross-country analysis indicates that agricultural policy signals (e.g. subsidies, 

extension support, R&D expenditure, national standards, and legal regulations) influence the 

level of organic farming more than market signals (e.g. availability in supermarkets and 

countries’ gross domestic product per capita) (Wheeler, 2006). Facilitation of organic 

farming through policy changes and agriculture support subsequently impacts a country’s 

economic, social, and environmental wellbeing (Zanoli, Gambelli, & Vitulano, 2007). There 

are over 300 certification bodies worldwide, only 35 of which fall under IFOAM Multi-

Lateral Agreement, each recognise the others as equivalent and accept organic products 

certified by the 35 parties. As such, some of the largest certification bodies do not certify 

compliance with IFOAM norms, but only with EU regulations. Some examples include the 
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Soil Association in the UK, Ecocert in France, and Bio-Inspecta in Switzerland. Similarly, 

IFOAM has little relevance in the North American and Australian markets. Complications 

arise in export trade when some buyers require IFOAM compliance. On the one hand, the 

wide variety of certification bodies obstructs international trade and globalisation of the 

organic food sector; on the other hand, it allows certification bodies to tailor requirements to 

better address local marketplace conditions or local farmers’ requirements. Varying 

requirements and schemes to acquire certified organic status, in addition to the lack of label 

recognition and general awareness about organic food, causes confusion in the marketplace 

and misuse of the term (Klöckner, 2012; Lockie et al., 2004; Orquin & Scholderer, 2015; 

Stanton & Guion, 2015). 

4.3 Method 

4.3.1 Data collection 

Qualitative content analysis as a method of examination of data was dictated by the 

nature of data itself: records of definitions available in organic food production standards and 

regulations and consumer perceptions of organic food widely examined in the academic 

literature in recent years. Systematic database searches for relevant manuscripts and further 

automated ontological analysis were employed to uncover the main differences in definitions 

from the perspectives of consumers and policymakers. This approach was deemed 

appropriate to eliminate researcher bias in concept discovery process. 

While the terms ‘ecological’ and ‘biological’ are used synonymously, the search was 

restricted to the term ‘organic’ itself, being the one used in regulatory and consumer 
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behaviour literature (Rödiger & Hamm, 2015). A systematic search for the keywords ‘organic 

food AND definition OR term’ in online databases, comprising Science Direct, the Web of 

Science, EBSCO, ProQuest, and Google Scholar, yielded 506 manuscripts (Appendix 4.B). 

These manuscripts were screened according to the sole inclusion criterion: availability of a 

definition of the term organic from the perspective of one or more stakeholders, comprising 

consumers, academics, and regulatory bodies. Only textual information throughout the 

manuscripts was screened for a definition, excluding result tables or any other quantitative 

data representation. This screening process rejected 415 manuscripts. For each of the 93 

manuscripts selected for analysis, the following parameters were coded into a spreadsheet: 

definition as an exact quote from the source, which stakeholder produced this definition, 

manuscript title, manuscript type, year of publication or data collection, study discipline, 

study location, original data or review, original study’s outcome variable, whether 

respondents’ understanding of the term has been questioned, study design, and type of 

participant. Where applicable, the journal title and name of a regulatory body issuing a 

definition were coded. Coding reliability was facilitated by a second coder reviewing the 

manuscripts shortlisted for coding. A high inter-rater reliability of 95% ensured accurate 

retrieval of data (Motyka et al., 2014). Coding resulted in 108 definitions, comprising 68 

from consumers, 21 from academics, and 19 from policymakers. Post-coding data 

consistency examination was performed in two stages, before and during analysis, by 

verifying consistency in the coding spreadsheet and eliminating irrelevant concepts from 

generated concept maps. 

For policymakers’ perspective, with the systematic search we frequently came across the 

two most widespread definitions: by IFOAM Organics International, which has existed since 
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1972, and a definition from U.S. Department of Agriculture. To ensure that policymakers’ 

perspective is represented in the analysis we included definitions at different levels of 

authority (intergovernmental, national and industry levels), across different regions as 

demonstrated in Table 3.1. For the same reason, definitions on national and industry levels 

are presented from two countries, the USA and Australia, as contrasting systems with varying 

roles for the government and private sector. 

4.3.2 Coded manuscripts review 

After completing the systematic search and applying the manuscript inclusion criteria, 93 

coded manuscripts were identified as follows: 81 published articles, three industry reports, 

five theses, and four conference proceedings. The publication year (or year of data collection, 

where relevant) ranges from 1990 to 2015. The studies vary in design, with 50 based on 

surveys, 24 conducting literature reviews, eight using interviews, seven conducting 

experiments, one using a focus group, and three unidentified study designs. The studies were 

conducted in different countries, providing a range of definitions not limited to developed 

countries or countries with large organic food industries. The range of original manuscripts 

included establishes a good basis for generalising our results. 

4.3.3 Approach to text mining 

The exact definitions and associated study description parameters were analysed using 

text mining software (Leximancer 4). Data were loaded into separate spreadsheets with 

coding for consumers, scholars, policymakers, and all stakeholders combined, and then 

analysed as four independent projects. Leximancer is well suited for uncovering major 
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themes through semantic information extraction (Dann, 2010; Smith & Humphreys, 2006). 

The main feature differentiating Leximancer from other content analysis software is its 

automated, rather than researcher-led, ontological procedure by means of machine learning, 

algorithms, and statistical processes (Dann, 2010). Unsupervised discovery of computer-

generated themes reduces the expectation bias associated with manual coding (Smith & 

Humphreys, 2006). The main purpose of deploying Leximancer was to uncover themes in 

meanings of the term ‘organic’ through an approach unbiased from the researchers’ 

knowledge of definitions, following the methodological procedures in Dann (2010). 

4.3.4 Data analysis 

Key themes in stakeholder definitions and discovered concepts were analysed using 

Leximancer functions. The analysis process comprised two stages, from exploration of the 

dominant thematic groups to subsequent discovery of related concept groups within the 

textual data, producing the semantically sound components of what constitutes the notion of 

‘organic’. Text mining using Leximancer relies on reducing the size of thematic clusters until 

an overlap occurs in the report results, thus producing a Venn diagram (Smith, 2000). 

The first level of analysis, lexical, involved creating a working thesaurus and specifying 

the concepts for mapping, which were selected from all computer-generated concepts. 

Insignificant terms, such as ‘organic’ and ‘food’, were not included in the mapping: such 

concepts are central in all the documents and skew the analysis unnecessarily. After 

generating initial concept maps, a lexical analysis of each concept was performed to eliminate 

any other terms not fitting within a context of the definition. Words with low semantic value 

were excluded from the analysis as their frequent appearance in the data set skewed the 
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results unnecessarily. To illustrate, in coding, the term ‘cycles’ refers to multiple meanings, 

such as ‘cycling of resources’, ‘biological cycles’, or ‘natural cycles’; simultaneously, this 

term appears on a map alongside synonymous concepts, such as ‘biodiversity’ and does not 

play a crucial role in forming a definition; thus, it was removed to avoid ambiguity of the 

concepts’ meaning. The maps were re-clustered to ensure stability (Thomas, 2014). 

The second level of analysis, semantic, involved grouping concepts on a map and 

uncovering relationships. Synonyms and stem words found in each of the projects were 

consolidated in compound concepts, such as ‘produced or production’, ‘grown or growth’, 

‘certification or certified’, ‘chemical or chemicals’, ‘pesticide or pesticides’, and ‘process or 

processes’. At this level of analysis, we also performed a quantitative count of concepts to 

establish how often each concept occurs; the produced concept frequencies table assisted in 

measuring the concepts’ relevance on each of the maps and comparing between perspectives. 

Several analytic techniques were applied to the generated concept maps in each of the 

four projects from the perspectives of 1) consumers, 2) scholars, 3) policymakers and 4) all 

stakeholders. Quantitative techniques included consolidation of synonyms and stems, and 

concept frequencies. These were complemented by qualitative techniques, including analysis 

of themes by categories and semantic aggregation by concepts within core definition 

concepts. 
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4.4 Results 

4.4.1 Concept maps 

The analysis output is presented in Leximancer concept maps, in which the key concepts 

are arranged according to each concept’s frequency or popularity in the dataset and in relation 

to other concepts, represented by closeness or distance between concepts and connecting 

lines. The maps below depict the key themes in the definition picked by each of the 

stakeholder types (Figures 4.1-4.3) and the combined views of all stakeholders (Figure 4.4). 

The mapping concepts – including some compound concepts – resulting from the analysis are 

presented in Appendix 4.C, with frequency analysis results. 
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From consumers’ perspective (Figure 4.1) the largest themes in the definition of the term 

‘organic’ comprise: the way food is produced (N=68; Relevance=100%, where “N” refers to 

count of concepts and “Relevance” to their relevance within the data set); chemical content in 

general (42; 62%) and of pesticides in particular (55; 81%); and perception of food as 

synthetic (34; 50%) or natural (21; 31%). The themes related to chemicals, pesticides, 

synthetic substances, production, and processes are all straightforwardly linked in a 

consecutive order. 

 

Figure 4.1 Definition concepts from consumers' perspective 
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From scholars’ perspective (Figure 4.2) the most popular themes in the definition of the 

term ‘organic’ comprise production practices (N=27; Relevance=100%), and certification 

(12; 44%) and standards adherence (11; 41%). There is a clear theme relationship line from 

production to markets via certification with associated concepts around these three themes. 

 

Figure 4.2 Definition concepts from scholars' perspective 

 

From policymakers’ perspective (Figure 4.3), the term ‘organic’ most strongly signifies: 

production practices (N=19; Relevance=100%), and impact on ecosystems (13; 68%) and 
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biodiversity (9; 47%). Visually, the definition by regulatory bodies is represented by two 

themes positioned at a distance: one related to production and ecosystems and the other to 

comparison with conventional products. 

 

Figure 4.3 Definition concepts from policymakers' perspective 

 

When all three stakeholder types’ definitions were analysed together (Figure 4.4), their 

views were combined in a concept map, in which the largest themes are: production practices 

(N=109; Relevancy=100%); use of pesticides (84; 77%), fertilisers (66; 61%), and synthetic 

substances (40; 37%); comparison to conventional products (41; 38%); certification (40; 

37%); and health considerations (32; 29%). The four maps were then subject to further 

analysis, using the quantitative approach of concept frequencies to assist in interpreting them. 
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Figure 4.4 Definition concepts from all stakeholders’ perspectives 

 

4.4.2 Interpretation of the maps 

The generated concepts were scrutinised to identify the three types of interaction and 

interrelation between the stakeholders: an exact match of concepts between all three 

stakeholder types; synonymous words used by two of the three stakeholder types that can be 

aggregated in a single lexical concept; and concepts unique to each of the perspectives 

(Figure 4.5). For the first type of interaction, the concept maps overlapped on five themes: 

production practices, processes, pesticides content, comparison to conventional products, and 
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certification. Such terms as ‘farming’ and ‘growing’, as used by consumers, are included in 

the concept of production practices and processes; the terms: ‘chemicals’ and ‘synthetic’, also 

as used by consumers, are included in the concept of pesticides content; finally, the term 

‘accredited’, as used by policymakers, is included in the certification concept. 

 

Figure 4.5 Interrelations of concepts used by stakeholders 
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In the second type of interaction between stakeholders, some closely associated concepts 

were used between two of the three stakeholder types. Consumers and policymakers both use 

such concepts as ‘environmental’ (consumers) and ‘ecosystems’ and ‘bio-diversity’ 

(policymakers) when defining the term organic. In addition, a concept of health forms part of 

both of their understandings of what constitutes organic. Consumers and scholars both 

associate organic with sustainability: ‘sustainable’ for consumers and ‘social sustainability’ 

for scholars. Finally, scholars and policymakers both include the administrative aspect of 

food supply in their understanding of the term, using the words ‘management’ (policymakers) 

and ‘marketing’, ‘information’, and ‘organizations’ (scholars) when discussing the 

distribution, sales, and marketing of food products. 

The third category, namely no interaction between stakeholders, contains concepts that 

are expectedly unique to a particular stakeholder’s perspective, given their differing points of 

view and involvement with the concept of organic food. Scholars discussing the definition 

mention product labelling and how markets operate. Consumers’ distinctive take on the 

definition includes such terms as ‘natural’, ‘genetically modified food’, and ‘synthetic’. 

Finally, policymakers are the only stakeholder type to associate considerations of soil and 

sewage, or waste disposal, with the definition. 

4.5 Discussion 

4.5.1 Miscommunication based on differing stakeholder roles in the market  

We believe that the differences between stakeholders arise because of differing reasons 

to participate in the market and different roles played. Lyotard (1988), the French philosopher 
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and sociologist, refers to difference in the sense of dispute observed among participants on 

the values they each possess about the nature of the marketplace of which they are part. We 

refer to his concept of ‘différend’ as a dispute between two or more participants who operate 

with languages so different from one another’s that reaching a mutual understanding is 

difficult. For Lyotard, the solution to a dispute is to respect each participant’s viewpoints. 

With this in mind, as an initial step to eradicating miscommunication in the organic market, 

we seek to aggregate the concepts reflecting each market participant’s understanding of the 

term organic to form a definition. 

The differences between the definitions from different origins need to be synthesised 

before adaptation or adoption by organic food stakeholders for research or practical 

application. The following section discusses the areas of conceptual overlaps and differences 

between the definitions, and how these frames of reference can be used as foundations for an 

organic food definition. Shared areas between the stakeholders’ perspectives include the 

overlap on production practices, exposure to chemicals, and certification. However, as shown 

in the results, understanding of the term ‘organic’ varies between different stakeholders. The 

differences in the ways each stakeholder understands organic can be explained by discussing 

the meaning of organic food depending on the role played in the market by the stakeholder.  

Motivators for consumers to purchase organic food have been extensively researched in 

both academic and industry studies. The key reasons for consumers to purchase organic food 

can be condensed to concerns over health and food safety, the environment, and animal 

wellbeing (Halkier & Holm, 2008; Hughner et al., 2007; Lee & Hwang, 2016). With such 

reasons underlying consumer behaviour, it is unsurprising that consumers associate organic 

with the terms ‘natural’ and ‘non-GMO’, and expect organic food to be healthier, better for 
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the environment, and contain fewer chemicals, as our results show. For consumers, the 

motivators for purchase explain the meaning they ascribe to the term itself. 

Rapid growth in the organic food industry has stimulated interest among its players in 

exploring the behaviours and mechanisms of industry forces, aiming to facilitate further 

development. In the last two decades, studies of consumers’ behaviour towards organic food 

have evolved in various directions, seeking to enhance understanding of: what makes people 

opt for organic food, how resellers can increase their sales, what produce farmers can trade 

more efficiently, and other pertinent issues. The involvement of academics in research 

focusing on organic can be explained by two issues. First, the disputed evidence of the 

benefits of organic food consumption (Dangour et al., 2010; Hutchins & Greenhalgh, 1995; 

Magkos et al., 2006; Müller, Gaus, & De, 2015) and second, the level to which consumers are 

informed of the debate over its benefits (Lockie, Lyons, Lawrence, & Mummery, 2002), both 

present a confounding area of research. 

Stakeholders’ motivations can be condensed into the following conjectures. Kindled by 

the media, avoidance of synthetic pesticides, and attention to conservation, consumers have 

been urged to exercise caution towards the products they purchase and the esteem of organics 

has been accentuated (Naspetti & Zanoli, 2009; Sirieix, Delanchy, Remaud, Zepeda, & 

Gurviez, 2013). Farmers’ motivation for organic practices is impelled by valuing the 

respectful treatment of land, animals, and people, as well as by the price premium on organics 

(Paull, 2013; Seyfang, 2006; Veldstra, Alexander, & Marshall, 2014). Policymakers’ role in 

the organic market is embedded in monetising the certification process. The increasing 

involvement in organic of other market players – ranging from food processing operators, 

such as factories, to food traders, such as health food stores, distributors, and resellers, 
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including a growing number of supermarkets – all demonstrate ongoing market growth. 

Traders’ interest in selling organic products is explained by the higher profits, despite some 

of the challenges that accompany distribution, such as the separate stocking, display, and 

labelling of organic and conventional products (de Magistris & Gracia, 2014; Razzolini, 

2013; Van Loo, Caputo, Rodolfo, Meullenet, & Ricke, 2011). The rise in research interest has 

followed increased consumer attention and growth of the organic sector (Klöckner, 2012; 

Paull, 2013). As a driving force for market development, consumers vote with their wallet 

and are, thus, shaping the organic food marketplace. To summarise, the motivations for 

participating in the organic market frame the way each stakeholder type interprets the term 

‘organic’. The connotations the term invokes for the stakeholders have a significant impact 

on market operations. 

We speculate that because there are differing reasons for each stakeholder to participate 

in the market, but also the nature and quality of interrelations between stakeholders 

contributes to the differences in interpretations of the term ‘organic’. Consumers repeatedly 

admit their lack of trust in certification, control and labelling (Nuttavuthisit & Thøgersen, 

2017; Pedersen, Aschemann-Witzel, & Thøgersen, 2018b; Verain, Sijtsema, & Antonides, 

2016). The lack of trust in organic certification standards arises from increasing consumer 

awareness of cases of unsubstantiated organic claims and can be directed towards systems 

and institutions governing the processes of certification, control and labelling. Nuttavuthisit 

and Thøgersen state that consumers’ mistrust in the system has a significant negative effect 

on organic food purchase (Nuttavuthisit & Thøgersen, 2017). Through better labelling and 

non-scientific communication to consumers, the gaps in understanding between the 
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policymakers and consumers can be narrowed; eliminating mistrust in certification and 

system control could be turned into a positive purchase behaviour and greater satisfaction. 

4.5.2 Gaps across policymaking, production and consumption levels 

The identified differences between policymakers and consumers; perspectives on what 

constitutes organic have implications on communication within the marketplace. To close the 

gap in understandings between the two parties, consumers need to be educated on the 

importance of soil quality and the impacts on eco-system, which take central importance for 

policymakers (Table 4.1). At the same time, the perceptions consumers hold regarding 

organic food including its impact on environment, pesticides level, and nutritional value can 

be clarified through educational campaigns and labels improvement. Recent study in food 

policy (Risku-Norja & Løes, 2017) highlights that expanding the use of organic food requires 

identifying bottlenecks in the policy documents.  

We suspect that the organic certification process makes it difficult for consumers to 

understand what is involved in certification and hence, what distinguishes organic from 

conventionally-produced food. The overlaps between the policymaker’s and consumers’ 

perspectives are slim – consumers seem to lack an understanding of the key elements 

associated with organic food. Therefore, we recommend that the key concepts associated with 

the production level that are by certification agencies for compliance quality check should be 

explained in layman terms to the public. After all, the main purpose of a certification system 

is to “educate consumers regarding the source, quality, and content of organic foods and 

products” (National Organic Standards Board, 2016). Prior studies have found that 

consumers tend to respond better to non-scientifically phrased information concerning food 
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claims, such as impacts on health (Aschemann-Witzel & Grunert, 2015). We call for a 

campaign directed for public education on the elements of the certification and standards to 

align consumer perceptions with priorities at the policymaking and production levels (Table 

4.1). 

4.6 Conclusions and limitations 

We have examined how scholars have presented the term ‘organic’, based on the 

definitions provided in their manuscripts; what consumers associate with the term, based on 

previous consumer studies; and the regulated definition of ‘organic’. Despite the highly 

regulated definition at national, international, and supranational levels, we observed that 

different keywords were used by consumers, scholars, and policymakers. These differences 

encouraged us to consider the roles of different stakeholders in the organic market, leading us 

to analyse the interests pursued by policymakers and consumers. 

The content analysis of policymakers’ and consumers’ definitions of organic food 

reveals a continuum of components of what constitutes organic food: from the principles of 

national standards on the definition and production requirements, to the quality control of 

production practices, through to the perceptions of organic food in mainstream consumer 

markets. This analysis clarifies the primary components in the three market stakeholders’ 

vocabularies its condensed reflection on their perspectives suggests the likely areas of distinct 

impacts on food supply and consumption systems. The regulatory perspective concentrates 

fundamentally on ecosystem maintenance, in the general terms of environmental 

management, and on the sale of food products, including processing, packaging, and 

transportation requirements. This perspective guides producers’ compliance with the 
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production requirements of certification standards, including agricultural inputs and livestock 

treatment. The essence of consumers’ perspective lies in the preconceived benefits they 

associate with organic food consumption, including perceptions about health, nutrition, price, 

and impact on the environment. We examined consumer perceptions as they are outlined in 

academic research, which implies it is a somewhat filtered lens of an academic perspective. 

Therefore, it is important to note the concepts that we found unique to scholars were focused 

on labelling and marketing of organic food. The value of the scholar’s perspective 

predominantly comes through a mutual understanding between policymakers and scholars, 

emphasising the importance of the regulatory aspects of market operations when discussing 

the distribution, sales and marketing of organics. From the current study, it can be concluded 

that the roles and interests of each type of organic market stakeholder – policymakers, 

producers, and consumers – are reflected in discourse about organic food and affect each 

stakeholder’s interpretations of the term ‘organic’. Though understandings overlap among all 

stakeholders on the concepts of production, pesticides content, certification, and comparison 

to conventional food, each of the stakeholders interpret these concepts based on their specific 

perspectives. 

The limited overlap between consumers' and policymakers' definitions of organic, 

limited to concerns over health and the environment, highlights miscommunication in the 

credence market (Briz & Ward, 2009; Dabbert et al., 2014; Gracia & de Magistris, 2008; Van 

Loo, Caputo, Rodolfo, & Verbeke, 2014). Specific to policymakers, agendas for soil quality 

and waste management are not popularised among consumers or scholars. This emphasises 

the gap between consumers’ perceptions of organic food and how policymakers define it. We 

hope, this research will inspire improved policymaker communication with consumers in 
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explaining what constitutes organic food. This research aims to impact the communication 

strategies between all three market stakeholder types. The definition of organic food 

examined in the paper is a snapshot of that which must evolve as the underlying conceptual 

frameworks of commercial exploitation and marketing adapt and change. 

The following questions arise: whether a unified definition of organic food could 

sufficiently reflect the understanding of different market stakeholders; whether a unified 

definition is necessary; and, if so, what should be included in that definition. For example, 

does educating consumers about production practices and certification requirements assist 

them to make purchasing decisions? Would an improved consumer understanding of the 

product adversely affect the industry’s growth, currently based on unsubstantiated positive 

connotations associated with the term organic? These are matters that need to be addressed in 

order to develop clear goals for future organic sector development. 

This study has several limitations that should be taken into account when interpreting the 

results. Due to limitations in the selection process, including information available in the 

literature and the scope of the search, the paper does not claim to present a definitive list of 

organic food definitions. First, this study does not include context analysis of food producers 

and processors’ definitions, due to limited previous research involving this stakeholder type. 

The results suggest that the discussion of organic food in the marketing literature focuses 

largely on two areas: attitude and purchase behaviour, with the subjects of behavioural 

studies mainly being consumers, rather than producers, processors, or sellers. Second, the 

focus of the analysed sources has not necessarily been on the meaning or perceptions of the 

term, and this may not directly reflect the actual meanings or perceptions by consumers or 

scholars. Third, we observed that definitions originate mostly from English language 
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initiatives (e.g., IFOAM, Soil Association, and USDA), in addition to Anglo-American focus 

in the definitional dataset, even with the inclusion of Australasian and European researchers 

and manuscripts. Future research by non-English language communities is needed to advance 

this work towards developing a global definition, rather than its current multinational format. 

We also recommend that future research explores the areas of miscommunication within the 

value delivery network of organic food. 



 

 

 

Appendices 

Appendix 4.A Review of ‘official’ definitions of organic food from regulatory sources 

Source Level Definition extract 

International Federation of 

Organic Agriculture 

Movements (IFOAM 

Organics International, 

2016) 

Intergovernmental “A production system that sustains the health of soils, ecosystems and people. It relies on ecological processes, biodiversity 

and cycles adapted to local conditions, rather than the use of inputs with adverse effects” 

European Commission  

Council Regulation (The 

Council of the European 

Union, 2007) 

Intergovernmental “Organic production is an overall system of farm management and food production that combines best environmental 

practices, a high level of biodiversity, the preservation of natural resources, the application of high animal welfare 

standards and a production method in line with the preference of certain consumers for products produced using natural 

substances and processes. The organic production method thus plays a dual societal role, where it on the one hand provides 

for a specific market responding to a consumer demand for organic products, and on the other hand delivers public goods 

contributing to the protection of the environment and animal welfare, as well as to rural development.” 

For the purposes of this Regulation, the following definition shall apply: …‘organic production’ means the use of the 

production method compliant with the rules established in this Regulation, at all stages of production, preparation and 

distribution. 

International Accredited 

Certification Bodies 

(Accredited Certification 

Bodies, 2017)  

Intergovernmental ‘Organic’ means coming from or related to organic production; ‘organic production’ means the use of the production 

method compliant with the rules established in this Regulation, at all stages of production, preparation and distribution; 

U.S. Department of 

Agriculture (2016) 

National “A labelling term that indicates that the food or other agricultural product has been produced through approved methods. 

These methods integrate cultural, biological, and mechanical practices that foster cycling of resources, promote ecological 

balance, and conserve biodiversity. Synthetic fertilizers, sewage sludge, irradiation, and genetic engineering may not be 

used” 

Australian National 

Standard for Organic and 

Bio-Dynamic Produce (2015) 

National “The application of practices that emphasise the: use of renewable resources; and conservation of energy, soil and water; 

and recognition of livestock welfare needs; and environmental maintenance and enhancement, while producing optimum 

quantities of produce without the use of artificial fertiliser or synthetic chemicals” 

National Organic Standards 

Board (National Organic 

Standards Board, 2016) 

National “1.1 Organic agriculture is an ecological production management system that promotes and enhances biodiversity, 

biological cycles, and soil biological activity. It emphasizes the use of management practices in preference to the use of off-

farm inputs, taking into account that regional conditions require locally adapted systems. These goals are met, where 

possible, through the use of cultural, biological, and mechanical methods, as opposed to using synthetic materials to fulfil 

specific functions within the system.  
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1.2 An organic production system is designed to: 1.2.1 Optimize soil biological activity; 1.2.2 Maintain long-term fertility; 

1.2.3 Minimize soil erosion; 1.2.4 Maintain or enhance the genetic and biological diversity of the production system and its 

surroundings; 1.2.5 Utilize production methods and breeds or varieties that are well adapted to the region; 1.2.6 Recycle 

materials of plant and animal origin in order to return nutrients to the land, thus minimizing the use of non-renewable 

resources; 1.2.7 Minimize pollution of soil, water, and air; and 1.2.8 Become established on an existing farm or field 

through a period of conversion (transition), during which no prohibited materials are applied and an organic plan is 

implemented.” 

Australian Certified Organic 

(2016) 

Industry “Production practices which conform to the Standard for production” 

National Association for 

Sustainable Agriculture 

Australia (NASAA) (2016) 

Industry “A labelling term that refers to an agricultural product produced in accordance with the NASAA Standard” 

Quality Assurance 

International (Quality 

Assurance International, 

2018) 

Industry Organic means produce and other organic ingredients in retail products are grown without the use of synthetic pesticides 

and fertilizers, sewage sludge, genetically modified organisms or ionizing radiation. Animals that produce meat, poultry, 

eggs and dairy products are not given antibiotics or growth hormones. An organic production system is managed to respond 

to site-specific conditions by integrating cultural, biological and mechanical practices that foster cycling of resources, 

promote ecological balance and conserve biodiversity. 
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Appendix 4.B Flow diagram of literature search and inclusion/exclusion decisions 

 



 

 

 

Appendix 4.C Mapping concepts’ frequency results 

Consumers Policymakers Scholars All Stakeholders 

Ranked Concepts Count Relevance Ranked Concepts Count Relevance Ranked Concepts Count Relevance Ranked Concepts Count Relevance 

Produced or 

production 

68 100% Produced or 

production 

19 100% Produced or 

production 

27 100% Produced or production 109 100% 

Pesticides 55 81% Ecosystems 13 68% Certified 12 44% Pesticide or pesticides 84 77% 

Chemical or chemicals 42 62% Growth 11 58% Standards 11 41% Fertilizers 66 61% 

Synthetic 34 50% Biodiversity 9 47% Pesticides 9 33% Grown or growth 52 48% 

Grown or growth 30 44% Pesticides 9 47% Sustainable 8 30% Conventional 41 38% 

Conventional 28 41% Soil 7 37% Label 7 26% Synthetic 40 37% 

Natural 21 31% Health 6 32% Conventional 7 26% Certification or 

certified 

40 37% 

Certification 20 29% Conventional 6 32% Organizations 6 22% Natural 39 36% 

Process or processes 20 29% Processes 5 26% Social 5 19% Process or processes 36 33% 

Farming 17 25% Management 5 26% Markets 5 19% Health 32 29% 

Environmental 17 25% Sewage 5 26% Processed 5 19% Standards 31 28% 

Health 16 24% Accredited 4 21% Marketing 4 15% Chemicals 30 28% 

Genetically 15 22%    Information 4 15% Antibiotics 29 27% 

Sustainable 7 10%       Farming 27 25% 

         Environmental 24 22% 

         Ecological 18 17% 

         Biological 18 17% 

         Soil 18 17% 

         Biodiversity 17 16% 

         Sustainable 17 16% 

Note. Count of concepts and their relevance within the data set 
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Abstract 

Interest in the consumption of organic food has steadily risen over the past two decades. 

Yet after considerable research addressing a range of issues related to organic food 

consumption no research systematically examines which factors explain consumers’ 

perceptions and purchase of organics. Through a meta-analysis we examine factors 

underpinning the purchase of organic food using a sample of 124,353 consumers reported in 

150 manuscripts over the period from 1991 to 2016. The results demonstrate that credence 

attributes of organic food are valued more than search and experience attributes. This shows 

that the market is guided by the perceived benefits of organic over conventionally grown 

food. These findings do not diminish the importance of search and experience attributes but 

suggest that credence attributes have a prominent role in consumer organic food purchases. 

From the perspective of organic producers and sellers an understanding of consumer 

perceptions, set within search, experience and credence attributes, has the potential to offer a 

unique selling proposition and point of differentiation in the market. 

Keywords: organic food, purchase behaviour, purchase intention, meta-analysis 
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5.1 Introduction 

The consumption of organic food worldwide has risen over the last two decades 

(Dangour et al., 2010; Mascitelli et al., 2014). Unlike most conventional food industries that  

declined during the last global financial crisis, the demand for organic food steadily increased 

and has continued to do so (Mascitelli et al., 2014). The industry is forecasted to achieve 16% 

annual growth rate by 2020 (TechSci Research, 2015). From being a niche market in a few 

developed countries, the organic food industry grew into a 81.6 billion U.S. dollars global 

market in 2015 (Willer & Lernoud, 2017). 

The growth of the organic sector can be explained by product differentiation based on 

intangible characteristics (Anacleto & Paladini, 2014; Pearson, Henryks, & Jones, 2011). 

Some consumers hold positive attitudes towards organic food, believing it is healthier and 

less harmful to the environment than conventional food (grown by modern agricultural 

methods), with better sensory qualities such as taste and appearance (Aschemann-Witzel & 

Grunert, 2015; Grunert & Juhl, 1995; Hjelmar, 2011; Kriwy & Mecking, 2012; Magnusson et 

al., 2003; Mostafa, 2007). While research indicates that consumers hold positive views of 

organic food in terms of health, nutrition and taste, medical and nutritional research does not 

support claims of health and nutritional benefits (Barański et al., 2014; Dangour et al., 2010; 

Hutchins & Greenhalgh, 1995; Magkos et al., 2006; Smith-Spangler et al., 2012). Further, 

blind tastes do not provide support for the claimed sensory qualities of organic food (Bourn 

& Prescott, 2002; Ellison et al., 2016; Fillion & Arazi, 2002). Moreover, research indicates 

that organic farming is neither necessarily environmentally superior, nor does it conserve the 

environment better than conventional approaches (Seufert, Ramankutty, & Foley, 2012; 
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Trewavas, 2001). Although there is little evidence supporting many of the claims for organic 

foods, many consumers still believe in these benefits of organic food. 

Research indicates that consumers favour organic food when perceived differences 

between organic and conventional foods are greater. This is especially so when integrating 

objective and subjective product characteristics (Chryssochoidis, 2000). The difference is 

evaluated according to features characterised by search, experience and credence attributes 

(Gracia & de Magistris, 2008). Search and experience attributes are those consumers discover 

in a product prior and after consumption respectively, whereas credence attributes are those 

consumers cannot judge even after purchase or consumption (Caswell, 1998; Darby & Karni, 

1973; Nelson, 1970). Credence attributes have been defined by Darby and Karni (1973, pp. 

68–69) as “those which, although worthwhile, cannot be evaluated in normal use”. Credence, 

search and experience attributes have been found to be important in explaining the demand 

for organic food (Fernqvist & Ekelund, 2014; Gracia & de Magistris, 2008; Lee & Hwang, 

2016). 

Based on previous research (e.g., Gracia & de Magistris, 2008; Janssen & Hamm, 2012; 

Lee & Yun, 2015; Ness et al., 2010) we categorise the factors motivating purchase through 

aligning them with credence, search and experience attributes. Credence attributes include 

health benefits, food safety, nutritional value, food quality, environmental benefits, animal 

welfare, and production practices. Search attributes include price, availability, and 

appearance. Experience attributes include taste and freshness factors. In the context of fresh 

organic produce, freshness is assigned to experience because it is assumed that consumers are 

able to evaluate product freshness during or after purchase and consumption. 
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Given the wide ranging attributes identified and ongoing debate about organics, a 

systematic assessment of the key drivers of consumers’ perceptions and purchase behaviour 

for organics is warranted (Rana & Paul, 2017; Scalco et al., 2017). Although a recent meta-

analytic review examines consumers’ motivation to buy organic food (Scalco et al., 2017), 

the scope of our study is different from other reviews (especially Scalco et at., 2017) as it is 

not restricted to specific constructs underpinning a particular theory. This approach allows us 

to analyse a range of factors relevant to purchase decisions and not to a single theory. This 

design has allowed us to use means and standard deviations as well as proportions data 

(instead of correlations), which yielded a unique outcome of pooled estimates for the 

population for each of the factors motivating purchase. This study has two objectives. First, 

we seek to estimate the comparative importance of factors influencing consumers to purchase 

organic over conventional food. Second, we seek to explore how consumer perceptions of 

organic food are associated with purchase behaviour. To achieve these objectives, we 

systematically analyse 25 years of research (1991 to 2016) using meta-analysis. 

5.2 Background 

Consumers’ perception of organic food as healthier, tastier, with lower pesticide levels 

(Yazdanpanah et al., 2015; Yin, Wu, Du, & Chen, 2010), and of better quality than 

conventionally produced food (Lockie et al., 2002; Loebnitz & Aschemann-Witzel, 2016) is 

shifting food buying patterns. Consumers’ growing concerns over environmental 

sustainability and their health is contributing to increased interest in organics (Nie & Zepeda, 

2011). Sustained growth of sales in the organic food sector despite the ongoing debate about 

its benefits has fostered ongoing interest by researchers in explaining the reasons for 
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consumers’ preferences of organic food (Hasselbach & Roosen, 2015; Hemmerling, Hamm, 

& Spiller, 2015). Understanding factors motivating consumer purchases has the potential to 

assist producers, processors and sellers in targeting their consumers more effectively and to 

sustain their competitiveness in the wider food market (Aertsens, Verbeke, et al., 2009; 

Hutchins & Greenhalgh, 1995; Ness et al., 2010).  

Although consumer perceptions of the most beneficial options for the environment and 

their own health are not necessarily those supported by research (Boizot-Szantai, Hamza, & 

Soler, 2017; Scalco et al., 2017), the shift in consumer buying patterns towards 

environmentally sustainable and healthy food is shaping the food market and driving the 

increasing sales of organic food (Hemmerling et al., 2015; Thorsøe, 2015). Environmental 

awareness is becoming mainstream, driving consumers to switch products and brands based 

on environmental and animal friendliness (Mostafa, 2007; Ottman, Stafford, & Hartman, 

2006). Many consumers have growing personal health and food safety concerns arising from 

the food scandals that have appeared in the media in recent years (Michaelidou & Hassan, 

2008; Rana & Paul, 2017; Yiridoe et al., 2005). Repeated food crises such as, avian influenza 

and E. coli epidemics, affect consumers’ perceptions of food risks and their choice of food 

(Tiozzo et al., 2017). For example, in China food crises and scandals are among the major 

drivers of the organic food market’s growth (Hasimu, Marchesini, & Canavari, 2017; 

Prentice et al., 2017). 

However, while consumer demand has grown, the wider adoption of organic food is still 

restricted to some extent due to neglect by policymakers, producers and organic sellers to 

inform consumers about what constitutes and differentiates organic food (Inceefe, 2012; Teng 

& Lu, 2016; Yin et al., 2010; Zanoli & Naspetti, 2002). According to organic standards 
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(Organic Industry Standards and Certification Committee, 2015; U.S. Department of 

Agriculture, 2016), the term ‘organic’ refers to food that has been produced through approved 

methods that protect natural resources, conserve biodiversity, and use only approved 

substances. Although the word ‘organic’ evokes positive connotations about a product’s 

benefits for health and the environment (Vega-Zamora et al., 2013b), some consumers lack 

knowledge about what characterises an organic product (Bezawada & Pauwels, 2013; 

Krystallis, Fotopoulos, & Zotos, 2006; Lockie, Lyons, Lawrence, & Grice, 2004) and how to 

recognise it (Lockie et al., 2004). 

In general, consumers are unable to identify whether or not a product is organic unless 

they are informed it is through labelling and certification (Lee & Hwang, 2016; Prada et al., 

2017; Prentice et al., 2017; Yiridoe et al., 2005). This feature denotes the organic food market 

as a credence goods market, characterised by uneven (asymmetric) information distribution 

from suppliers to consumers about production processes (Giannakas, 2002). The credence 

nature of organic food means consumers are making purchase decisions based on asymmetric 

information. Consumers make choices of organic food based on what they believe organic 

food does not contain and is not produced with. For example, ‘chemical free’ and ‘additive 

free’ rather than what organic food stands for (Mascitelli et al., 2014). Asymmetry of 

information between market participants resides in misuse and misunderstanding of the term 

‘organic’. The term ‘organic’ is commonly confused with terms such as ‘green’, ‘ecological’, 

‘environmental’, ‘natural’ and ‘sustainable’, “fair trade” or ‘free-range’ (Aarset et al., 2004; 

Harper & Makatouni, 2002; Rousseau, 2015). Analysis of the literature shows misconception 

of the term occurs not only among consumers, but also among producers and sellers. 

Controversy over what actually constitutes an organic food is high (Guthman, 1998; 
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Raynolds, 2000; Stanton & Guion, 2015; Vega-Zamora, Parras-Rosa, Murgado-Armenteros, 

& Torres-Ruiz, 2013a). 

With a growing body of research, we now have a better picture of why consumers 

choose organic food, the importance of these reasons appears to vary between studies. 

Importantly, a detailed mapping of these factors has not been conducted. Research shows 

positive, negative and non-significant effects between a wide range of demographic, 

psychographic, product-related, purchase-related factors and consumers’ purchasing 

behaviour (Aschemann-Witzel & Zielke, 2017; Gad Mohsen & Dacko, 2013; Magkos et al., 

2006; Paul & Rana, 2012). While health and environmental concerns represent important 

reasons for choosing organic food (Hoffmann & Schlicht, 2013; Kriwy & Mecking, 2012; 

Orquin & Scholderer, 2015), other factors such as food safety and animal welfare also occupy 

a position in consumers’ reasons for purchasing (Ellison et al., 2016; Michaelidou & Hassan, 

2008; Schröder & McEachern, 2004). To synthesise the empirical findings related to organic 

food purchase we employ meta-analysis systematic review procedure. 

5.3 Methods 

5.3.1 Data selection of studies 

The data used for this analysis were collected from 235 studies published in 150 

manuscripts, undertaken over a 25-year period. The search terms used across electronic 

databases included the exact phrase “organic food” and the variations of the word purchase, 

including the synonymous term “buy”, forming a two-part search query: "organic food" 
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purchas*. The search results for both parts were manually sorted, limiting the literature to 

food as well as intentional and actual purchase behaviours, respectively. 

This composition of the query “purchas*” and “buy*” yielded all possible variations of 

the terms, including purchase likelihood, purchase intentions and purchase behaviour. The 

literature examines the following concepts of purchasing behaviour: willingness to purchase 

(Dettmann & Dimitri, 2009; Lockie et al., 2002), willingness to pay or willingness-to-pay 

(Krystallis & Chryssohoidis, 2005; Krystallis et al., 2006; Lockie et al., 2004; Yiridoe et al., 

2005), attitude (Buckley, Cowan, McCarthy, & O’Sullivan, 2005; Thøgersen & Zhou, 2012), 

and intention to purchase or purchase intention (Michaelidou & Hassan, 2008; Paul & Rana, 

2012; Yin et al., 2010). For the purpose of this study the literature was limited to intentional 

and actual behaviour, to enable analysis of the gap presumed in the literature between 

perceptions and behavioural intention to purchase (Arvola et al., 2008; Padel & Foster, 2005; 

Vermeir & Verbeke, 2006). Consumer perceptions were not specified in the search query in 

order to allow larger number of relevant studies to be retrieved. 

The flow and results of the inclusion process are presented in the Figure 5.1. For this 

meta-analysis three inclusion criteria were used. The first criteria specified including 

empirical studies only. The second criteria included studies that reported statistics sufficient 

for effect size computation based on either mean and standard deviation data or proportion of 

population data. The third inclusion criteria restricted to studies that reported statistics 

relevant to perceptions, intention or purchase. 
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Figure 5.1 Literature search inclusion process 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The broad search covering 25 years of empirical research, from 1991 to February 2016, 

across eight electronic databases has yielded 147,675 search results with 2,978 of them 

examined for the purpose of this study. In addition, bibliographies of the examined 

manuscripts were inspected in order to locate as many relevant studies as possible (Scalco et 
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al., 2017). The relevancy of a manuscript was determined based on its title, abstract, and 

information in results tables. Not all of the examined manuscripts were relevant for the 

purposes of this study, thus, from 341 eligible results only 150 manuscripts contained data 

suitable for the meta-analysis. For those manuscripts which did not include the appropriate 

statistics, the authors were contacted for additional data. The inclusion rate of 43% is 

comparable to other meta-analyses (Kirca, Jayachandran, & Bearden, 2005).  

5.3.2 Selection of variables 

Among a wide range of factors potentially influencing consumers’ purchases of organic 

products (Henryks, Cooksey, & Wright, 2014; Nasir & Karakaya, 2014), those ultimately 

chosen for this meta-analytic study were selected in a two-step approach. The first step 

involved a frequency search across retrieved manuscripts to identify highly cited factors 

motivating consumer perceptions and behaviour towards organic food. The number of papers 

mentioning the factors served as an indicator of the attention these factors are given in the 

literature, thus, justifying the choice of variables to include in the meta-analysis. The 

frequency search was performed on the first 102 manuscripts retrieved following the search 

query, of which 72 used quantitative and 30 used qualitative approaches, employing a set of 

manuscripts different from the one for meta-analysis. Text search query using a content 

analysis software, NVivo 10 (2012), was coded for an exact search word for each of the 

factors and later manually cleaned from irrelevant references. Variables coding and resulting 

frequency of citing in the literature are presented in Appendix 5.A. 

The second step of selection occurred during data collection and coding, eliminating 

from the study those variables that did not yield a sufficient amount of data for effect size 
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computation. Such studies related to ambiguous meaning (e.g., the term convenience 

referring to purchase and to ease of cooking), rare occurrence in the literature, and data for 

means and standard deviation, proportions or sample size missing. To illustrate, convenience, 

health issues and diet were eliminated from the initial list of 23 variables. Both steps of 

selection verified that the variables established in the literature frequency search are the same 

variables with data available for coding, thus, establishing the final list of variables for coding 

protocol. 

5.3.3 Data coding 

Each shortlisted study was coded along several dimensions that described perceptions 

and purchase behaviour, expressed as either proportions of total sample or means and 

standard deviations. An accurate retrieval of the data was ensured with several procedures. 

The studies were coded by two coders with a high inter-rater reliability of 85%. Any 

disagreements were resolved through face to face discussions (Motyka et al., 2014) and if 

required, by consultation with an independent expert in meta-analysis. Data consistency post-

coding checks were performed by assessing the values of means, standard deviations and 

proportions for outliers and unusual values. 

5.3.4 Measurement 

Consumer perceptions of organic food were measured in comparison to conventional 

food, whether organic food is environmentally friendlier, providing more health benefits, 

safer for consumption, more considerate of animal welfare, of better quality, taste, nutrition, 

appearance, freshness, and having higher price and lower availability than conventional 
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products. For example, “Organic food products have higher nutritional value than 

conventional products” was a measure adopted for nutritional attributes. Consumers’ 

purchase of organic food was measured by intention to purchase and frequency of purchase. 

For example, “I intend to buy organic food products in the near future” and “I buy organic 

food products on a regular basis”. Explanatory variables include socio-demographical factors 

measured by proportion of female respondents in this study, mean age, average income per 

year in U.S. dollars, mean number of children in household, mean number of family 

members. Contextual factors were measured by type participants in the original studies, 

product type, year of publication, and country of original study. 

To compute pooled estimates for each variable, two types of data were retrieved. We 

created measures both as proportions of participants who considered certain aspects of 

organic food as superior to conventional food, as well as ratings of those aspects on scaled 

scores. The scales in original studies varied from 4 to 10 points and were rescaled to a 7-point 

scale which was common for the majority of studies. Mean ratings, standard deviations and 

sample sizes were used to compute pooled mean estimates; proportion of sample sizes and 

total sample sizes were used to compute pooled proportion estimates for each variable. 

5.3.5 Analysis 

Standard meta-analytic formulas were used for data analysis (Borenstein et al., 2009). 

Statistical analysis was performed using R version 3.2.3 with Metafor and Boot libraries 

(Viechtbauer, 2010). The mean ratings and 95% confidence intervals (CIs) of variables were 

pooled using random-effects models. Proportions were logit-transformed and pooled using 

random-effects models, then back-transformed for reporting. Between-study heterogeneity 
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was assessed using Cochran’s Q test on the basis of the pooled estimates, and by measuring 

inconsistency (I2) (Yingchoncharoen, Agarwal, Popovic, & Marwick, 2013). All studies had 

significant heterogeneity as assessed by Cochran’s Q test (p < .0001) suggesting the 

importance of testing for the effect of moderator variables. 

For each main effect file drawer analysis was conducted using the Rosenthal (1991) 

method to compute the “availability bias”. Bias was assessed visually using funnel plots and 

Egger’s test of bias (Egger, Smith, & Phillips, 1997). For those meta-analyses where Egger’s 

test was significant (p<0.05), Duval and Tweedie (2000) “Trim and Fill” method was used to 

examine the pooled estimates for publication bias. Further, univariate meta-regression was 

used to examine between-studies heterogeneity of factors motivating purchase behaviour, or 

how much of the variability in intention to purchase and regular purchase is associated with 

perceptions consumers have towards organic food. 

5.4 Results 

5.4.1 Main effects of perceptions and behaviours 

The dataset draws on 235 samples with a total of 124,353 participants reported in 150 

manuscripts providing a considerable assurance in findings reliability (Motyka et al., 2014, p. 

17). With many studies providing data for more than one variable, 30 effect sizes we 

computed. Meta-analyses results are reported with 95% confidence interval, I2 inconsistency 

measure, the file drawer N, Egger’s test for the funnel plot asymmetry together with Trim and 

Fill estimates for outliers and the number of studies for each of the analyses are reported in 

Appendix 5.B. File drawer N, for the number of studies required to reduce the combined 
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significance level to non-significant, would be in order of thousands for means data and 

hundreds for proportions data for each of the analyses. For each meta-analysis where 

potential publication bias was detected, no meaningful changes in the pooled estimates were 

observed, except one meta-analysis examining the proportion of respondents that considered 

the safety as important (“Trim and Fill” pooled estimate=49.8%, LCI=42%, UCI=57.5%). 

Based on the two types of data – yes/no consumer responses and opinions on a 7-point 

Likert scale – the results include the proportion of respondents who consider certain 

characteristics of organic food superior compared to conventional food and the mean rating 

of how superior these characteristics are compared to conventional food (Table 5.1). There 

was a difference between consumers’ positive perceptions and the intensity of perceptions of 

each of the food characteristics. For example, more consumers had positive perceptions of 

health than animal welfare characteristics of organic food. However, the intensity of 

perceptions about health was weaker than towards animal welfare. Comparing the results of 

proportions and means meta-analyses is unnecessary, because the pooled estimates resulting 

from the two methods of questioning contribute in different ways to understanding consumer 

perceptions: positive perceptions and the intensity of those perceptions towards 

characteristics of organic food. 
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Table 5.1 Pooled estimates of perceptions categorised by credence, search and experience 

attributes 

Attribute 

category 
Perceptions 

Pooled proportion* Pooled mean** 

Proportion 

estimates 

Lower 

CI 

Upper 

CI 

Mean 

estimates 

Lower 

CI 

Upper 

CI 

Credence 

Health benefits 66% 58% 74% 4.87 4.43 5.30 

Safety 62% 55% 69% 4.99 4.34 5.64 

Environmental 

impact 
57% 

49% 66% 
5.06 

4.75 5.38 

Animal welfare 55% 43% 66% 5.19 4.81 5.57 

Production 

practices 
53% 

39% 67% 
NA 

  

Nutritional value 53% 43% 63% 5.10 4.62 5.58 

Quality 62% 46% 75% 4.69 4.23 5.16 

Search 

Price premium 52% 45% 59% 4.85 4.04 5.67 

Availability 46% 35% 56% 4.49 3.89 5.10 

Appearance 42% 22% 66% 4.82 4.53 5.10 

Experience 
Taste 45% 38% 53% 4.75 4.45 5.06 

Freshness 59% 44% 73% NA   

Note: * Expressed as percentage of population that displayed positive perceptions and behaviours. 95% confidence 

intervals indicate consumers’ inconsistency in their opinions on appearance, ranging from 22% to 66%. For other 

characteristics of organic food consumers’ opinions were more consensual. 

** 95% confidence intervals indicate deviating opinions about price premium, ranging from 4 to 5.7 on a 7-point 

Likert scale; consumers have more consensual opinions about the other characteristics. 

 

The findings demonstrate that when organic food characteristics are considered within 

the context of credence, search and experience attributes, each of these attributes are 

important to consumers. However, credence attributes such as health, safety, nutrition, 

quality, environment, animal welfare, and production practices, account for a larger 

proportion and mean estimates than the search and experience attributes (Table 5.1). 

Furthermore, proportion and mean estimates are larger for the search attribute, including 

price, availability and appearance, than for the experience attribute, including taste and 

freshness. The pooled estimates of factors motivating purchase are ordered from credence to 

search, then to experience attributes. Therefore, more consumers had positive perceptions of 
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those attributes that constitute credence attributes and the intensity of perceptions was 

stronger in comparison to the other attributes. 

Responses of the pooled sample of 124,353 respondents used for the meta-analysis 

exhibit not only positive perceptions of organic food but also express positive purchase 

behaviour. Over half of the respondents indicated their intention to purchase organic food in 

the near future, although the reported intention varies from 37% to 72% of respondents. 

Regardless of the inconsistency in the expressed intentional behaviour, nearly half of the 

respondents reported already purchasing organic food on a regular basis, with an insignificant 

variation. To gain more understanding of purchase behaviour, consumers were asked to rank 

their intention to regularly purchase on a scale where 1 stands for no intention to purchase in 

the near future and not purchasing regularly and 7 stands for a certain intention and regular 

purchase. Consumer responses regarding their strength of intention had little variation, with 

the pooled mean of the respondents’ intention of 4.2. The pooled mean for the regular 

purchase was 3.9, but the responses varied from 2.9 to 4.9 for how frequently organic food 

was purchased. These findings on a large sample suggest an influence of perceptions on 

purchase behaviour. 

Whether perceptions influence on both intention to purchase and actual purchase occurs 

despite or because of the asymmetry of information on this credence market, the resulting 

speculative benefits consumers associate with organic food across a range of food 

characteristics suggest that consumers regard organic food as superior to conventional food. 

Ultimately, the perceived difference in benefits from consumption is the force driving the 

demand for organic food. 
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5.4.2 Behavioural variables explained by attitudinal factors 

Purchase behaviour in this study is represented by two criteria: that being consumers 

who exhibit an intention to purchase organic food in the near future and consumers who 

report buying organic food on a regular basis. Table 5.2 reports the results of a meta-

regression univariable analysis examining how much variability of purchase behaviour is 

associated with consumer perceptions of organic food. While the aim of the meta-regression 

was to explore the sources of heterogeneity in purchase behaviour, as with all meta-

regressions, the relationships derived from meta-regressions should be viewed as 

observational associations across studies, without strong implications of causal relationships 

(Thompson & Higgins, 2002). 

 

Table 5.2 The amount of heterogeneity in behavioural variables associated with 

perceptions 

  Intention to purchase 

mean 

Regular purchase 

proportion 

Environmental impact 0.636 (79%)* 0.054 (27%)* 

Health benefits 0.800 (72.1%)* 0.042 (6%)* 

Safety 0.883 (85%)* 0.04 (7%)* 

Animal welfare 0.329 (0) ns. 0.114 (0)* 

Price premium 1.096 (86%)* 0.053 (0)* 

Quality 0.887 (66%)* 0.075 (0)* 

Availability -1.91 (48%)* 0.068 (34%)* 

Taste 0.971 (75%)* 0.061 (13%)* 

Nutritional value 0.953 (96%)* 0.035 (75%)* 

Appearance -0.22 (53%) ns. 0.071 (0) ns. 

Freshness 0 0.041 (77%)* 

Production practices 0 0.025 (0) ns. 

 

Note: * p<.01. Regression estimate with R2 in brackets. Mean data: For an additional 1 unit rise in attitudinal 

variable results in estimated rise in a mean score of behavioural variable. Proportion data: For an additional 1 unit rise in 

attitudinal variable results in estimated rise in a proportion of respondents identifying a behavioural variable as important. 
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Missing values are indicated with “0” due to a low number of studies insufficient for a regression analysis. There was not 

enough data for computations related to Intention proportion and Regular mean estimates. 
 

The results of the meta-regression analysis demonstrate that purchase behaviours are 

largely associated with positive perceptions consumers hold regarding organic food. When 

perception of organic food having more nutritional value and better taste rises by 1 point on a 

7-point scale, intention to purchase organic rises by 1 point as well. Even when consumers’ 

perception of organic food as being expensive rises by 1 point, their intention to purchase 

organic food rises by 1.1 point. Further, a slightly less increase in intention to purchase is 

observed in perceptions of quality and safety (1 point increase in perception - intention to 

purchase increases by 0.9). Even less increase in intention to purchase is associated with 

health and environmental concerns (1 point increase in perception - intention to purchase 

increases by 0.8 and 0.6, respectively). Product availability has a negative impact on 

intention, for a 1 point rise in considering organic food hard to find, intention to purchase 

falls by 2 points. These findings indicate that the main barrier to increasing intention is 

availability of organic food rather than its premium price. The findings show that when 

consumers report that organic food is relatively more expensive, their intention to purchase is 

still high. 

We found when organic is perceived to be less available the intention to purchase is 

weaker. Stronger intention to purchase organic food occurs when consumers have higher 

perceptions of its nutrition, taste, impacts on environment and animal welfare, quality, safety, 

health and price. Unlike intention to purchase which is associated with a variety of 

perceptions, regular purchase of organic food is mostly associated with two main factors - 

freshness and nutrition (77% and 74%, respectively). A 10% increase in number of 
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consumers considering organic food to be fresher and have higher nutrition value than 

conventional food results in 0.04% increase in regular purchase of organic food. Variation in 

intention to purchase is associated with 66% of the variation in regular purchase, with 1 unit 

increase in intention to purchase, regular purchase increases by 0.015 on a 7-point scale. 

While perceptions of organic food help to explain intention and actual purchase, they are also 

key to explaining why there is a weaker link between intention and actual purchase. 

Acknowledging that organic consumers are not homogenous, and are differentiated by 

their purchase decisions, the findings of this study are aggregated on a study level rather an 

individual level. As such, the results illustrate that perceptions consumers have of organic 

food appear to be the factors motivating purchasing behaviour. While, the results illustrate 

that perceptions of organic food appear to be the factors motivating purchasing behaviour, the 

findings should be viewed with caution. They do not take into account individual consumer’s 

purchase behaviours. 

5.4.3 Limitations of the study 

Despite its contributions, this study has several limitations that need to be considered 

when interpreting the results. Many factors related to the design and conduct of the original 

studies may have an effect on the pooled estimates. There are five potential areas of bias in 

this meta-analysis. First, inclusion and exclusion criteria that were used to select studies to be 

included have limited the data to proportions of respondents and opinions on a Likert scale, 

thus excluding the studies reporting correlations data. Second, the methods used to perform 

the analysis were dictated by the type of data coded, producing pooled estimates instead of 

effect size of correlations, thus allowing weaker interpretations than the causal relationships 
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(Thompson & Higgins, 2002). Third, conclusions are drawn from the data available as meta-

analysis is a summation of trials, it is only as good as the trials that are combined in the meta-

analysis (Borenstein et al., 2009). Fourth, statements regarding the reliability of the results 

should be treated with caution as they are based on aggregated data of pooled estimates 

(Lipsey & Wilson, 2001). Fifth, declarations of broad applicability of the conclusions are 

avoided. In this sense, meta-analysis is useful for analysis of similar studies, however, 

assumptions that every meta-analysis represents the final and accurate viewpoint on area of 

research is to be taken with care.  

The limitations noted here could be used to guide future research. First, we used two 

types of data on perceptions and purchase behaviour expressed as either proportions of total 

sample or means and standard deviations. The correlational association between each of the 

factors motivating purchase and intention to purchase has been excluded due to the limited 

number of studies reporting correlations data between attitudinal variables and behavioural 

intention. As research grows in the field of organic food purchase, the scope of meta-analysis 

can be broadened. Second, meta-regression analysis would be beneficial to examine how 

consumers’ behaviour related to organic food consumption can be explained by socio-

demographic characteristics (such as age, gender, income, number of children and family 

size) and by study context (such as type of participants in the original studies, year the 

original study was published, country of data collection and type of product). Third, meta-

analysis is a retrospective technique. With continued growth of the organic food market 

worldwide and constantly changing consumer preferences, this meta-analysis should be 

viewed as a milestone in a longer study of consumer purchase of organic food. Additional 

attributes and dimensions of purchase behaviour along with more relevant attitudinal factors 
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should continue to be explored. In conclusion, we hope the synthesis and insights of this will 

facilitate further research on the area of organic food consumption. 

5.5 Discussion and conclusions 

This study contributes to the literature on consumer perceptions and purchase of organic 

food by taking a summative look at consumers’ perceptions and behaviours. The lack of 

clarity in the literature regarding what motivates consumers to purchase organics has been 

clarified by pooling opinions of a large sample of respondents together. The results show that 

there is no single determinant explaining consumption of organic food, instead a multitude of 

perceived characteristics appear to motivate purchase. 

Among the different perceptions consumers hold about organic food, credence attributes 

stand out more than others, showing that the market is guided by the perceived differentiating 

benefits of organic food being healthier and safer for consumption, with higher nutritional 

value, of better quality, produced with methods better for the environment and animals. These 

findings support the view that for many consumers the organic food market is a credence 

goods market (Gad Mohsen & Dacko, 2013; Ness et al., 2010; Rousseau, 2015). The results 

confirm that credence attributes are important in consumer purchase decision-making yet are 

not the only drivers of organic food purchase. This study highlights that search and 

experience attributes also play a role in driving demand for organic food. Even though driven 

largely by the perception of credence benefits associated with organic food, when making a 

purchase decision consumers allocate high importance to the search and experience attributes, 

including price and availability, freshness, appearance and taste. 
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We can explain this phenomena by referring to the work on the notion of perception as 

participation by Lévy-Bruhl (cited in Abrams, 1997). Through such perceptions about 

healthiness, environmental friendliness, safety, and other perceived qualities of organic food 

consumers participate in creating the credence market. As soon as a food product is attributed 

with organic characteristics or label it receives a new layer of credence characteristics. Its 

basic qualities are connected with perceived attributes consumers associate with organic food, 

providing extra meaning and justification for the purchase. According to Lévy-Bruhl (cited in 

Abrams, 1997) adding an extra meaning into a modified form of a product is capable of 

transforming a basic item into a celebrated and even sacred one. This modified form of a 

product enriched with new meaning, in our view, is the main reason for organic food 

purchase. 

In accordance with the attitude-behavioural intention literature, a gap between positive 

attitudes towards sustainable food and intention to purchase sustainable food exists (Padel & 

Foster, 2005; Vermeir & Verbeke, 2006). A recent meta-analysis of organic food 

consumption based on the theory of planned behaviour and the intention-behaviour gap notes 

that even though intention is the best predictor of actual behaviour, intention might not 

transform into an action (Scalco et al., 2017). The actual behaviour falls short for a number of 

reasons, such as supply-side factors of high price and short supply on one hand (Aschemann-

Witzel & Niebuhr Aagaard, 2014; Yadav & Pathak, 2016) and consumer-side factors other 

than attitude, such as subjective norms and values (Thøgersen, 2012; Thøgersen et al., 2017). 

In this study the relationships derived from meta-regressions demonstrate that intention to 

purchase is largely associated with consumers’ perception of organic food possessing 

superior qualities compared to conventional food. 
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The meta-regressions demonstrated an interesting relationship between price perception 

and purchase behaviour: when consumers find organic food to be expensive their intention to 

purchase is higher. We can see two potential explanations for this observation. First, 

variability in consumer perceptions of price explains how for some consumers a high price 

serves as an indicator of quality and increases the desirability of organic food (Andersen, 

2011). Another explanation acknowledges a debate over price elasticity of demand for 

organic food with contradictory results in favour of both low and high price elasticity, i.e., 

some studies found that a change in price does not have an impact on demand whereas others 

found that the demand is indeed price elastic (Marian, Chrysochou, Krystallis, & Thøgersen, 

2014; Rödiger & Hamm, 2015). 

Exploring associations of consumer perceptions with purchase behaviours resulted in 

identifying that the perceived difference between organics and conventional food is driving 

the demand for organic food. Although different perceptions are associated with intention and 

actual purchase, the perceived quality of food seems to be the only factor that encourages 

both. The finding of actual purchase association with credence attributes provides some 

grounds for future research to examine causal relationships. From the perspective of organic 

producers and marketers the results have practical implications for developing a marketing 

strategy. For instance, when aiming to increase sales among consumers for whom organic 

food is a regular part of their diet, we advise emphasising credence attributes such as, quality 

and higher animal welfare. Whereas to attract new customers the largest consideration is 

increasing availability as it was found to be a bigger barrier to purchase more so than price 

premium for organic. Positive consumer perceptions of other characteristics of organic food 

such as nutrition, taste, and animal welfare, which contribute to organic food purchase if used 
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in promotions are advised to be exercised with caution due to regulatory constraints. 

Application of speculative characteristics such as health benefits, nutritional value, 

environmental impact and animal welfare or subjective characteristics such as quality, safety, 

taste, in promotional purposes are advised to be exercised with caution due to regulatory 

constraints and limitations associated with labelling and advertising (Australian Organic Ltd., 

2016; Drichoutis et al., 2006; The Council of the European Union, 2007). 

Categorisation of consumer preferences for organic food by search, experience and 

credence attributes can be instrumental in shaping advertising claims for organic food for a 

unique selling proposition (Ford, Smith, & Swasy, 1988). The findings of this study can be 

used by producers and sellers in developing a marketing strategy by incorporating search, 

experience and credence attributes. For instance, based on characteristics displayed by a food 

product, a relevant marketing strategy can be chosen to reflect the associated search or 

experience attributes; or if a marketing strategy is focused on differentiation from 

conventional food than credence attributes are recommended to be a focal point of the 

marketing message. 
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Appendices 

Appendix 5.A. Frequency of variables in literature 

Category Variable Variable 

coding in 

NVivo 

No. sources 

(out of 102) 

No. references 

across papers 

% of all 

variables 

references 

Product-related Product quality Quality 83 1101 14.50% 

 Food safety Safety 73 813 10.71% 

 Product taste Taste 70 351 4.62% 

 Pesticide contamination 

and residuals 

Pesticide 
43 217 2.86% 

 Chemical input and 

content 

Chemical 
43 174 2.29% 

 Product nutritional value Nutritional 

value 
39 116 1.53% 

 Product appearance and 

visual appeal 

Appearance 
31 100 1.32% 

 Product freshness Freshness 27 75 0.99% 

Supply-related Price Price premium 78 779 10.26% 

 Availability Availability 61 278 3.66% 

Consumer 

psychographics 

Health benefits and 

health concern 

Health 

benefits 
84 1301 17.13% 

 Environmental concern Environmental 

impact 
80 499 6.57% 

 Animal welfare Animal 

welfare 
44 181 2.38% 

 Diet Diet 46 133 1.75% 

 Curiosity to try new 

products 

Curiosity 
8 29 0.38% 

Socio-

demographics 

Education Education 
74 405 5.33% 

 Gender Gender or 

female 
69 354 4.66% 

 Income Income 67 500 6.59% 

 Age Age 43 142 1.87% 

 Children in the household Child 21 45 0.59% 
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Appendix 5.B. Predictor variables pooled estimates based on means data expressed on 7-

point Likert scale and proportions data expressed as a percentage 

Variable Data type Pooled 

estimate 

LCI UCI I2 k File 

Drawer N 

Egger's 

test 

Trim and 

Fill 

adjusted 

pooled 

estimate 

Environment Mean 5.0643 4.7497 5.378

9 

99.87

% 

52 4,695,99

3 

0.9595 
 

Environment Proportion 0.5748 0.489 0.656

3 

99.41

% 

55 321 0.0002 0.5743738 

Health Mean 4.8674 4.4316 5.303

2 

99.88

% 

39 2,990,84

4 

0.3848 
 

Health Proportion 0.6634 0.5788 0.738

6 

99.06

% 

58 1,873 0.0001 0.6075681 

Safety Mean 4.9866 4.3381 5.635

1 

99.92

% 

25 1,111,24

2 

0.9088 
 

Safety Proportion 0.6236 0.5497 0.692

1 

98.92

% 

60 10,246 0.0078 0.4975194 

Animal Mean 5.1902 4.8144 5.566

1 

98.67

% 

11 146,321 0.0009 5.1902 

Animal Proportion 0.5484 0.4295 0.662

1 

98.17

% 

23 374 0.8271 
 

Price Mean 4.8516 4.0349 5.668

3 

99.93

% 

21 732,023 0.6222 
 

Price Proportion 0.5208 0.4548 0.586 98.51

% 

53 187 0.8278 
 

Quality Mean 4.6866 4.2183 5.154

9 

99.78

% 

21 588,123 0.524 
 

Quality Proportion 0.6168 0.4641 0.749

4 

99.06

% 

25 621 0.6842 
 

Availability Mean 4.4949 3.8866 5.103

2 

99.52

% 

8 65,467 0.613 
 

Availability Proportion 0.4556 0.3505 0.564

7 

98.96

% 

32 194 0.8644 
 

Taste Mean 4.7518 4.4463 5.057

3 

99.52

% 

33 1,075,67

6 

0.9584 
 

Taste Proportion 0.4517 0.3798 0.525

7 

98.45

% 

44 7,675 0.0001 0.4517496 

Nutrition Mean 5.0992 4.6178 5.580

6 

99.45

% 

11 190,568 0.8116 
 

Nutrition Proportion 0.5289 0.4316 0.624

1 

98.84

% 

28 
 

0.7287 
 

Appearance Mean 4.8167 4.5294 5.104 99.12

% 

9 215,852 0.1754 
 

Appearance Proportion 0.4238 0.2193 0.658

3 

99.09

% 

13 
 

0.2622 
 

Freshness* Mean 5.782 5.6671 5.896
 

1 2,460 NA 
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9 

Freshness Proportion 0.5943 0.4396 0.732

2 

98.90

% 

24 
 

0.001 0.5942593 

Convenience

* 

Mean 4.0318 0.7479 7.315

7 

99.99

% 

3 23,869 0.5436 4.0318 

Convenience

* 

Proportion 0.2052 0.0052 0.927

4 

99.50

% 

3 
 

0.5546 0.2051548 

Production* Mean 4.592 2.2577 6.926

3 

99.82

% 

2 5,144 NA 
 

Production Proportion 0.5337 0.3873 0.674

4 

98.55

% 

18 
 

0.3802 
 

Intention Mean 4.211 3.7228 4.699

2 

99.91

% 

39 6,963,05

2 

0.4606 
 

Intention Proportion 0.5514 0.3709 0.719

3 

97.01

% 

8 
 

0.0033 0.5513909 

Regular Mean 3.8678 2.8636 4.872

1 

99.89

% 

5 66,159 0.1318 
 

Regular Proportion 0.4506 0.4117 0.49 98.85

% 

14

1 

 
0.0001 0.4116123 

Note: * Variables removed from analysis due to lack of data available, k<5 



Chapter Five  Paper Two 

212 

 

 

 

 

References 

Aarset, B., Beckmann, S., Bigne, E., Beveridge, M., Bjorndal, T., Bunting, J., … Young, J. 

(2004). The European consumers’ understanding and perceptions of the ‘organic’ food 

regime: The case of aquaculture. British Food Journal, 106(2), 93–105. 

Abrams, D. (1997). The spell of the sensuous: Perception and language in a more-than-

human world. New York, USA: Vintage Books. 

Aertsens, J., Verbeke, W., Mondelaers, K., & Huylenbroeck, G. Van. (2009). Personal 

determinants of organic food consumption: A review. British Food Journal, 111(10), 

1140–1167. 

Anacleto, C. A., & Paladini, E. P. (2014). The quality attributes for organic food: Exploratory 

factor analysis. In POMS 25th Annual Conference (pp. 1–10). Atlanta. 

Andersen, A. H. (2011). Organic food and the plural moralities of food provisioning. Journal 

of Rural Studies, 27, 440–450. 

Arvola, A., Vassallo, M., Dean, M., Lampila, P., Saba, A., Lähteenmäki, L., & Shepherd, R. 

(2008). Predicting intentions to purchase organic food: The role of affective and moral 

attitudes in the Theory of Planned Behaviour. Appetite, 50, 443–454. 

Aschemann-Witzel, J., & Grunert, K. G. (2015). Influence of ‘soft’ versus ‘scientific’ health 

information framing and contradictory information on consumers’ health inferences and 

attitudes towards a food supplement. Food Quality and Preference, 42, 90–99. 

Aschemann-Witzel, J., & Niebuhr Aagaard, E. M. (2014). Elaborating on the attitude-

behaviour gap regarding organic products: Young Danish consumers and in-store food 

choice. International Journal of Consumer Studies, 38, 550–558. 

Aschemann-Witzel, J., & Zielke, S. (2017). Can’t buy me green? A review of consumer 

perceptions of and behavior toward the price of organic food. The Journal of Consumer 

Affairs, 51, 211–251. 

Australian Organic Ltd. (2016). Australian Certified Organic Standard 2016. Nundah, QLD. 

Barański, M., Średnicka-Tober, D., Volakakis, N., Seal, C., Sanderson, R., Stewart, G. B., … 

Leifert, C. (2014). Higher antioxidant and lower cadmium concentrations and lower 

incidence of pesticide residues in organically grown crops: a systematic literature review 

and meta-analyses. British Journal of Nutrition, 112, 794–811. 

Bezawada, R., & Pauwels, K. (2013). What is special about marketing organic products? 

How organic assortment, price and promotions drive retailer performance. Journal of 

Marketing, 77(1), 31–51. 

Boizot-Szantai, C., Hamza, O., & Soler, L. G. (2017). Organic consumption and diet choice: 

An analysis based on food purchase data in France. Appetite, 117, 17–28. 

Borenstein, M., Hedges, L. V., Higgins, J. P. T., & Rothstein, H. R. (2009). Introduction to 



Chapter Five  Paper Two 

213 

 

 

 

 

Meta-Analysis. Chichester, UK: John Wiley & Sons, Ltd. 

Bourn, D., & Prescott, J. (2002). A comparison of the nutritional value, sensory qualities, and 

food safety of organically and conventionally produced foods. Critical Reviews in Food 

Science and Nutrition, 42(1), 1–34. 

Buckley, M., Cowan, C., McCarthy, M., & O’Sullivan, C. (2005). The convenience consumer 

and food-related lifestyles in Great Britain. Journal of Food Products Marketing, 11(3), 

3–25. 

Caswell, J. A. (1998). How labeling of safety and process attributes affects markets for food. 

Agricultural and Resource Economics Review, 27(2), 151–158. 

Chryssochoidis, G. (2000). Repercussions of consumer confusion for late introduced 

differentiated products. European Journal of Marketing, 34(5/6), 705–722. 

Dangour, A. D., Lock, K., Hayter, A., Aikenhead, A., Allen, E., & Uauy, R. (2010). 

Nutrition-related health effects of organic foods: A systematic review. The American 

Journal of Clinical Nutrition, 92, 203–210. 

Darby, M. R., & Karni, E. (1973). Free competition and the optimal amount of fraud. Journal 

of Law and Economics, 16(1), 67–88. 

Dettmann, R. L., & Dimitri, C. (2009). Who’s buying organic vegetables? Demographic 

characteristics of U.S. consumers. Journal of Food Products Marketing, 16(1), 79–91. 

Drichoutis, A. C., Lazaridis, P., & Nayga Jr., R. M. (2006). Consumers’ use of nutritional 

labels: A review of research studies and issues. Academy of Marketing Science Review, 

9, 1–22. 

Duval, S., & Tweedie, R. (2000). Trim and fill: A simple funnel- plot–based method of 

testing and adjusting for publication bias in meta-analysis. Biometrics, 56(2), 455–463. 

Egger, M., Smith, G. D., & Phillips, A. N. (1997). Meta analysis: Principles and procedures. 

British Medical Journal, 315(7121), 1533–1537. 

Ellison, B., Duff, B. R. L., Wang, Z., & White, T. B. (2016). Putting the organic label in 

context: Examining the interactions between the organic label, product type, and retail 

outlet. Food Quality and Preference, 49, 140–150. 

Fernqvist, F., & Ekelund, L. (2014). Credence and the effect on consumer liking of food - A 

review. Food Quality and Preference, 32, 340–353. 

Fillion, L., & Arazi, S. (2002). Does organic food taste better? A claim substantiation 

approach. Nutrition & Food Science, 32(4), 153–157. 

Ford, G. T., Smith, D. B., & Swasy, J. L. (1988). An empirical test of the search, experience 

and credence attributes framework. Advances in Consumer Research, 15. 

Gad Mohsen, M., & Dacko, S. (2013). An extension of the benefit segmentation base for the 

consumption of organic foods: A time perspective. Journal of Marketing Management, 

29(15–16), 1701–1728. 

Giannakas, K. (2002). Information asymmetries and consumption decisions in organic food 



Chapter Five  Paper Two 

214 

 

 

 

 

product markets. Canadian Journal of Agricultural Economics, 50(1), 35–50. 

Gracia, A., & de Magistris, T. (2008). The demand for organic foods in the South of Italy: A 

discrete choice model. Food Policy, 33, 386–396. 

Grunert, S. C., & Juhl, H. J. (1995). Values, environmental attitudes, and buying of organic 

foods. Journal of Economic Psychology, 16, 39–62. 

Guthman, J. (1998). Regulating Meaning, Appropriating Nature: The Codification of 

California Organic Agriculture. Antipode, 30, 135–154. 

Harper, G. C., & Makatouni, A. (2002). Consumer perception of organic food production and 

farm animal welfare. British Food Journal, 104(3–5), 287–299. 

Hasimu, H., Marchesini, S., & Canavari, M. (2017). A concept mapping study on organic 

food consumers in Shanghai, China. Appetite, 108, 191–202. 

Hasselbach, J. L., & Roosen, J. (2015). Motivations behind preferences for local or organic 

food. Journal of International Consumer Marketing, 27(4), 295–306. 

Hemmerling, S., Hamm, U., & Spiller, A. (2015). Consumption behaviour regarding organic 

food from a marketing perspective—a literature review. Organic Agriculture, 5, 277–

313. 

Henryks, J., Cooksey, R., & Wright, V. (2014). Organic food at the point of purchase: 

Understanding inconsistency in consumer choice patterns. Journal of Food Products 

Marketing, 20(5), 452–475. 

Hjelmar, U. (2011). Consumers’ purchase of organic food products. A matter of convenience 

and reflexive practices. Appetite, 56, 336–344. 

Hoffmann, S., & Schlicht, J. (2013). The impact of different types of concernment on the 

consumption of organic food. International Journal of Consumer Studies, 37, 625–633. 

Hutchins, R. K., & Greenhalgh, L. A. (1995). Organic confusion: Sustaining competitive 

advantage. Nutrition & Food Science, 95(6), 11–14. 

Inceefe, O. (2012). Organic foods in the Norwegian market: Are organic food products 

bound to be a niche? Norwegian School of Economics, Bergen, Norway. 

Janssen, M., & Hamm, U. (2012). Product labelling in the market for organic food: Consumer 

preferences and willingness-to-pay for different organic certification logos. Food 

Quality and Preference, 25(1), 9–22. 

Juhl, H. J., Fenger, M. H. J., & Thøgersen, J. (2017). Will the consistent organic food 

consumer step forward? An empirical analysis. Journal of Consumer Research, 44, 519–

535. 

Kirca, A. H., Jayachandran, S., & Bearden, W. O. (2005). Market orientation: A meta-

analytic review and assessment of its antecedents and impact on performance. Journal of 

Marketing, 69, 24–41. 

Kriwy, P., & Mecking, R. A. (2012). Health and environmental consciousness, costs of 

behaviour and the purchase of organic food. International Journal of Consumer Studies, 



Chapter Five  Paper Two 

215 

 

 

 

 

36(1), 30–37. 

Krystallis, A., & Chryssohoidis, G. (2005). Consumers’ willingness to pay for organic food: 

factors that affect it and variation per organic product type. British Food Journal, 

107(5), 320–343. 

Krystallis, A., Fotopoulos, C., & Zotos, Y. (2006). Organic consumers’ profile and their 

willingness to pay (WTP) for selected organic food products in Greece. Journal of 

International Consumer Marketing, 19(1), 81–106. 

Lee, H.-J., & Hwang, J. (2016). The driving role of consumers’ perceived credence attributes 

in organic food purchase decisions: a comparison of two groups of consumers. Food 

Quality and Preference, 54, 141–151. 

Lee, H.-J., & Yun, Z.-S. (2015). Consumers’ perceptions of organic food attributes and 

cognitive and affective attitudes as determinants of their purchase intentions toward 

organic food. Food Quality and Preference, 39, 259–267. 

Lipsey, M. W., & Wilson, D. B. (2001). Practical Meta-Analysis. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage 

Publications. 

Lockie, S., Lyons, K., Lawrence, G., & Grice, J. (2004). Choosing organics: A path analysis 

of factors underlying the selection of organic food among Australian consumers. 

Appetite, 43, 135–146. 

Lockie, S., Lyons, K., Lawrence, G., & Mummery, K. (2002). Eating ‘green’: Motivations 

behind organic food consumption in Australia. Sociologia Ruralis, 42(1), 23–40. 

Loebnitz, N., & Aschemann-Witzel, J. (2016). Communicating organic food quality in China: 

Consumer perceptions of organic products and the effect of environmental value 

priming. Food Quality and Preference, 50, 102–108. 

Magkos, F., Arvaniti, F., & Zampelas, A. (2006). Organic food: Buying more safety or just 

peace of mind? A critical review of the literature. Critical Reviews in Food Science and 

Nutrition, 46, 23–56. 

Magnusson, M. K., Arvola, A., Hursti, U. K. K., Åberg, L., & Sjödén, P. O. (2003). Choice 

of organic foods is related to perceived consequences for human health and to 

environmentally friendly behaviour. Appetite, 40, 109–117. 

Marian, L., Chrysochou, P., Krystallis, A., & Thøgersen, J. (2014). The role of price as a 

product attribute in the organic food context: an exploration based on actual purchase 

data. Food Quality and Preference, 37, 52–60. 

Mascitelli, B., Lobo, A., Phan, D. H. T., Bez, N., & Low, D. (2014). Australian organic 

market report 2014. Australian Organic Ltd. 

Michaelidou, N., & Hassan, L. M. (2008). The role of health consciousness, food safety 

concern and ethical identity on attitudes and intentions towards organic food. 

International Journal of Consumer Studies, 32, 163–170. 

Mostafa, M. M. (2007). Gender differences in Egyptian consumers’ green purchase 

behaviour: The effects of environmental knowledge, concern and attitude. International 



Chapter Five  Paper Two 

216 

 

 

 

 

Journal of Consumer Studies, 31, 220–229. 

Motyka, S., Grewal, D., Puccinelli, N. M., Roggeveen, A. L., Avnet, T., Daryanto, A., … 

Wetzels, M. (2014). Regulatory fit: A meta-analytic synthesis. Journal of Consumer 

Psychology, 24(3), 1–55. 

Nasir, V. A., & Karakaya, F. (2014). Consumer segments in organic foods market. Journal of 

Consumer Marketing, 31(4), 263–277. 

Nelson, P. (1970). Information and consumer behavior. Journal of Political Economy, 78(2), 

311–329. 

Ness, M. R., Ness, M., Brennan, M., Oughton, E., Ritson, C., & Ruto, E. (2010). Modelling 

consumer behavioural intentions towards food with implications for marketing quality 

low-input and organic food. Food Quality and Preference, 21, 100–111. 

Nie, C., & Zepeda, L. (2011). Lifestyle segmentation of US food shoppers to examine 

organic and local food consumption. Appetite, 57, 28–37. 

Nvivo Qualitative Data Analysis Software. (2012). Version 10. QSR International. QSR 

International. 

Organic Industry Standards and Certification Committee. (2015). National standard for 

organic and bio-dynamic produce. Edition 3.6. Canberra: Organic Industry Standards 

and Certification Committee (OISCC). Department of Agriculture, the Commonwealth 

of Australia. 

Orquin, J. L., & Scholderer, J. (2015). Consumer judgments of explicit and implied health 

claims on foods: Misguided but not misled. Food Policy, 51, 144–157. 

Othman, C., & Rahman, M. S. (2014). Investigation of the relationship of brand personality, 

subjective norm and perceived control on consumers’ purchase intention of organic fast 

food. Modern Applied Science, 8(3), 92–106. 

Ottman, J. A., Stafford, E. R., & Hartman, C. L. (2006). Avoiding green marketing myopia: 

Ways to improve consumer appeal for environmentally preferable products. 

Environment: Science and Policy for Sustainable Development, 48(5), 22–36. 

Padel, S., & Foster, C. (2005). Exploring the gap between attitudes and behaviour: 

Understanding why consumers buy or do not buy organic food. British Food Journal, 

107(8), 606–625. 

Paul, J., & Rana, J. (2012). Consumer behavior and purchase intention for organic food. 

Journal of Consumer Marketing, 29(6), 412–422. 

Pearson, D., Henryks, J., & Jones, H. (2011). Organic food: What we know (and do not 

know) about consumers. Renewable Agriculture and Food Systems, 26(2), 171–177. 

Prada, M., Garrido, M. V., & Rodrigues, D. (2017). Lost in processing? Perceived 

healthfulness, taste and caloric content of whole and processed organic food. Appetite, 

114, 175–186. 

Prentice, C., Chen, J., & Wang, X. (2017). The influence of product and personal attributes 



Chapter Five  Paper Two 

217 

 

 

 

 

on organic food marketing. Journal of Retailing and Consumer Services. 

Rana, J., & Paul, J. (2017). Consumer behavior and purchase intention for organic food: a 

review and research agenda. Journal of Retailing and Consumer Services, 38, 157–165. 

Raynolds, L. T. (2000). Re-embedding global agriculture: the international organic and fair 

trade movements. Agriculture and Human Values, 17, 297–309. 

Rödiger, M., & Hamm, U. (2015). How are organic food prices affecting consumer 

behaviour? Food Quality and Preference, 43, 10–20. 

Rosenthal, R. (1991). Meta-analytic procedures for social research (6th ed.). Newbury Park, 

CA: Sage Publications. 

Rousseau, S. (2015). The role of organic and fair trade labels when choosing chocolate. Food 

Quality and Preference, 44, 92–100. 

Scalco, A., Noventa, S., Sartori, R., & Ceschi, A. (2017). Predicting organic food 

consumption: A meta-analytic structural equation model based on the theory of planned 

behavior. Appetite, 112, 235–248. 

Schröder, M. J., & McEachern, M. (2004). Consumer value conflicts surrounding ethical 

food purchase decisions: A focus on animal welfare. International Journal of Consumer 

Studies, 28(2), 168–177. 

Seufert, V., Ramankutty, N., & Foley, J. A. (2012). Comparing the yields of organic and 

conventional agriculture. Nature, 485(7397), 229–232. 

Smith-Spangler, C., Brandeau, M. L., Hunter, G. E., Bavinger, J. C., Pearson, M., Eschbach, 

P. J., … Bravata, D. M. (2012). Are organic foods safer or healthier than conventional 

alternatives? A systematic review. Annals of Internal Medicine, 157(5), 348–366. 

Stanton, J. V., & Guion, D. T. (2015). Perceptions of ‘Organic’ Food: A View Through 

Brand Theory. Journal of International Food & Agribusiness Marketing, 27(May 2015), 

120–141. 

TechSci Research. (2015). Global organic food market forecast and opportunities, 2020. 

Teng, C. C., & Lu, C. H. (2016). Organic food consumption in Taiwan: Motives, 

involvement, and purchase intention under the moderating role of uncertainty. Appetite, 

105, 95–105. 

The Council of the European Union. (2007). Council Regulation (EC) No 834/2007 of 28 

June 2007 on organic production and labelling of organic products and repealing 

Regulation (EEC) No 2092/91. Official Journal of the European Union, (July), 1–23. 

Thøgersen, J. (2009). Consumer decision-making with regard to organic food products. In T. 

de Noronha-Vaz, P. Nijkamp, & J.-L. Rastoin (Eds.), Traditional Food Production and 

Rural Sustainable Development: A European Challenge (pp. 173–192). Farnham, 

Surrey, England: Ashgate Publishing Limited. 

Thøgersen, J., Pedersen, S., Paternoga, M., Schwendel, E., & Aschemann-Witzel, J. (2017). 

How important is country-of-origin for organic food consumers? A review of the 



Chapter Five  Paper Two 

218 

 

 

 

 

literature and suggestions for future research. British Food Journal, 119(3), 542–557. 

Thøgersen, J., & Zhou, Y. (2012). Chinese consumers’ adoption of a ‘green’ innovation – 

The case of organic food. Journal of Marketing Management, 28(3–4), 313–333. 

Thompson, S. G., & Higgins, J. P. T. (2002). How should meta-regression analyses be 

undertaken and interpreted? Statistics in Medicine, 21, 1559–1573. 

Thorsøe, M. H. (2015). Maintaining trust and credibility in a continuously evolving organic 

food system. Journal of Agricultural and Environmental Ethics, 28, 767–787. 

Tiozzo, B., Mari, S., Ruzza, M., Crovato, S., & Ravarotto, L. (2017). Consumers’ perceptions 

of food risks: A snapshot of the Italian Triveneto area. Appetite, 111, 105–115. 

Trewavas, A. (2001). Urban myths of organic farming. Nature, 410(6827), 409–410. 

U.S. Department of Agriculture. (2016). Organic standards. Retrieved 23 September 2016, 

from https://www.ams.usda.gov/grades-standards/organic-standards 

Vega-Zamora, M., Parras-Rosa, M., Murgado-Armenteros, E. M., & Torres-Ruiz, F. J. 

(2013a). A powerful word: The influence of the term ‘Organic’ on perceptions and 

beliefs concerning food. International Food and Agribusiness Management Review, 

16(4), 51–76. 

Vega-Zamora, M., Parras-Rosa, M., Murgado-Armenteros, E. M., & Torres-Ruiz, F. J. 

(2013b). The Influence of the term ‘organic’ on organic food purchasing behavior. 

Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences, 81, 660–671. 

Vermeir, I., & Verbeke, W. (2006). Sustainable food consumption: Exploring the consumer 

‘attitude - behavioral intention’ gap. Journal of Agricultural and Environmental Ethics, 

19, 169–194. 

Viechtbauer, W. (2010). Conducting meta-analyses in R with the metafor package. Journal of 

Statistical Software, 36(3), 1–48. 

Willer, H., & Lernoud, J. (2017). Organic agriculture worldwide 2017: Current statistics. 

The World of Organic Agriculture. Frick, Switzerland: Research Institute of Organic 

Agriculture (FiBL). 

Yadav, R., & Pathak, G. S. (2016). Intention to purchase organic food among young 

consumers: Evidences from a developing nation. Appetite, 96, 122–128. 

Yazdanpanah, M., & Forouzani, M. (2015). Application of the Theory of Planned Behaviour 

to predict Iranian students’ intention to purchase organic food. Journal of Cleaner 

Production, 107, 342–352. 

Yazdanpanah, M., Forouzani, M., & Hojjati, M. (2015). Willingness of Iranian young adults 

to eat organic foods: Application of the Health Belief Model. Food Quality and 

Preference, 41, 75–83. 

Yin, S., Wu, L., Du, L., & Chen, M. (2010). Consumers’ purchase intention of organic food 

in China. Journal of the Science of Food and Agriculture, 90(8), 1361–1367. 

Yingchoncharoen, T., Agarwal, S., Popovic, Z. B., & Marwick, T. H. (2013). Normal ranges 



Chapter Five  Paper Two 

219 

 

 

 

 

of left ventricular strain: A meta-analysis. Journal of the American Society of 

Echocardiography, 26(2), 185–191. 

Yiridoe, E. K., Bonti-Ankomah, S., & Martin, R. C. (2005). Comparison of consumer 

perceptions and preference toward organic versus conventionally produced foods: A 

review and update of the literature. Renewable Agriculture and Food Systems, 20(4), 

193–205. 

Zagata, L. (2014). Towards conscientious food consumption: exploring the values of Czech 

organic food consumers. International Journal of Consumer Studies, 38, 243–250. 

Zanoli, R., & Naspetti, S. (2002). Consumer motivations in the purchase of organic food. A 

means-end approach. British Food Journal, 104(8), 643–653. 

 



 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX  

 

 

Paper Three: 

What drives consumers’ choice of 

branded organic food products in retail 

stores? 

 

 

 

 

This paper is being prepared for submission to the Journal of Retailing: 

Massey, M., O’Cass, A., & Yao, J. (2019). What drives consumers’ choice of branded 

organic food products in retail stores? 



Chapter Six  Paper Three 

221 

 

 

 

 

Abstract 

Supermarkets now offer a wide range of organic food products in response to 

increasingly environment- and health-conscious consumers. This study tests which factors of 

environmental friendliness, such as organic certification, sustainable packaging, and the 

domestic or imported origin of products, trigger consumer choice in a specific product 

category with branded organic food products. Using cue utilisation theory, we conducted a 

choice-based experiment with 398 consumers of organic food to investigate which product 

attributes determine the choice of an organic brand across three product categories by degree 

of food processing. The results show that consumers choose certified, locally produced 

products in sustainable packaging, but they are reluctant to pay a price premium for these 

attributes. Local origin causes consumers to choose organic over conventional products. 

Moreover, local origin determines consumer choice of an organic brand and the effect of 

local origin on choosing a national manufacturer brand is stronger than on a retailer-owned 

private label brand of organic products. Consumer purchase choice of an organic brand varies 

depending on the level of processing of organic food, as consumers are more likely to choose 

an organic national brand in a highly processed category. The findings provide guidance for 

producers and retail managers, as they link product attribute decisions (pricing, packaging, 

certification, and country of origin) with efforts to differentiate themselves from competitors 

through an organic brand. 

Keywords: organic food, brand, purchase decisions, discrete choice experiment 
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6.1 Introduction 

With the global growth of the organic food market (400% increase in the value of the 

global organic market between 1999 and 2015) (Australian Organic Ltd., 2017; TechSci 

Research, 2015), there have been shifts in the types of food produced and the way they are 

marketed. Realising the potential of organic products in their assortment, supermarket 

retailers have developed their own organic brands as part of their private label branding 

strategies (Konuk, 2018b). The occurrence of retailer-owned private label brands of organic 

products is a growing phenomenon. Among the benefits of introducing retailer-owned private 

label brands of organic products are greater margins (Bone & McElvanna, 2017) and 

improved retailer brand image (Anagnostou et al., 2015). Consequently, the global sales 

volume of retailer-owned private label brands of organic products continue to grow 

(Australian Organic Ltd., 2017; Nielsen Company LLC, 2018). To this end, an own organic 

brand is an important strategic option for retailers to differentiate themselves from the 

competitors on the market in food retail (Reinders & Bartels, 2017). 

Retailers have traditionally focused on price rather than the assortment of their own 

brands (Chan Choi, 2017). This is changing, as supermarket retailers expand their product 

offerings to include organic products with the aim of adding something unique. Moreover, 

consumer perceptions of retailer brands have shifted away from them being cheap to being 

quality (62% of consumers believe that a private label is a good alternative, and 54% believe 

the quality of most private labels is as good as that of name brands) (Nielsen Company LLC, 

2014). Increasing its penetration into the overall food market, organic food now accounts for 

5.5% of the food products sold by supermarket retailers (Organic Trade Association, 2018). 
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The organic product line of a private label is particularly valuable to supermarket retailers as 

it allows a retailer to offer what is regarded by consumers as premium-tier products, while 

providing consumers with the convenience of purchasing organic food in supermarkets. 

Availability and convenience of purchase have been identified by consumers as barriers to 

purchasing organic food (Aschemann-Witzel & Niebuhr Aagaard, 2014; Massey et al., 2018).  

Although shopping for organic food has traditionally been associated with farmers 

markets, greengrocers, or health food shops, nowadays, supermarkets are the dominant retail 

outlet for organic food in developed countries (Australian Organic Ltd., 2017; Lernoud & 

Willer, 2017). Moreover, the majority of consumers of organic food indicate that they have 

purchased a retailer-owned private label brand of organic products and are confident about its 

quality and integrity of certification (Australian Organic Ltd., 2017). Despite the growing 

popularity of retailer-owned private label brands of organic products, the triggers for 

consumer choice of these brands are still relatively unknown. At present, it is unclear to what 

extent consumers value retailer-owned private label brands compared to national 

manufacturer brands of organic products, and which product attributes trigger consumers’ 

choice of an organic brand. Given the increasing penetration of organic food into the overall 

food market and the rise of retailer-owned private label brands of organic products, it is 

important to understand the factors that stimulate consumer choice of organic brands, and 

how these factors can be used by supermarket retailers to promote their brands. Specifically, 

this study focuses on the role of the certification label, sustainable packaging, the local origin 

of a product, and price premium in choice of organic brand. These attributes reflect the two 

major drivers of consumer purchase of organic food, which are concerns for health and the 

environment (Hughner et al., 2007; Massey et al., 2018). 
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The demand for organic food relies on two major assumptions – organic food is safer 

for 1) human health and 2) the environment (Smith-Spangler et al., 2012; Van Doorn & 

Verhoef, 2015). However, consumers are unable to identify the organic nature of the product 

unless they are informed of it through labels (Prada et al., 2017; Prentice et al., 2017). This 

characterises the organic food market as a credence goods market (Gottschalk, 2018). In such 

markets, consumers rely on extrinsic cues of a product with regards to the sought-after 

benefits for health and the environment. The cues can be evidenced in attributes such as 

labelling that identifies organic certification (Lee & Hwang, 2016) or a product’s origin, from 

which consumers might infer food safety or how far the product has travelled (Wirth et al., 

2011), and packaging indicating its environmental impact (Van Herpen, Immink, & Van den 

Puttelaar, 2016). 

In line with cue utilisation theory, previous studies in the area of organic food 

purchase behaviours (Lee & Yun, 2015; Loebnitz et al., 2015) indicate that, to make purchase 

decisions, consumers infer expectations about a product from its intrinsic cues (e.g. 

organically-produced) and extrinsic cues (e.g. brand, price, certification label, country of 

origin, packaging). In a credence goods market, to which organic foods have been described 

as belonging, consumers rely heavily on extrinsic cues, since intrinsic cues are difficult to 

judge or access (Massey et al., 2018; Thøgersen et al., 2017). This study adopts cue 

utilisation theory as the theoretical basis for this study on consumer choice of organic brands 

stimulated by such extrinsic cues as brand name, price, certification, country of origin and 

packaging. To our knowledge, no study has explored the value of these product attributes of 

an organic brand to consumers in a marketplace situation, especially in the growing presence 

of retailer brands. The current work responds to calls for more research examining the effect 
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of product attributes on consumer choice of retail organic brands in the context of organic 

food products (Larceneux et al., 2012; Schleenbecker & Hamm, 2013). In doing so, we 

contribute to the literature in several ways. Our theorising is built on an argument from cue 

utilisation theory that consumers refer to product attributes when choosing an organic brand. 

Retailer-owned private label brands are generally perceived as low-price, low-quality 

alternatives to national manufacturer brands (Górska-Warsewicz et al., 2018; Hoskins, 2016; 

Olbrich, Jansen, & Hundt, 2017). We propose that organic products may benefit a retailer 

brand versus a national manufacturer’s brand, depending on specific product attributes. With 

this line of reasoning, we demonstrate the effects of product attributes on consumer choice of 

an organic product and an organic brand. 

6.2 Conceptual background: product attributes 

In this study, we seek to explain organic food purchase choice, specifically, the 

purchase of a retailer-owned private label brand versus a national manufacturer brand, based 

on product extrinsic cues. Retailer brands are considered to be serious competition to national 

manufacturer brands, and the organic market is not exempt from this rivalry (Jara et al., 

2017). Ngobo (2011) highlights that, when consumers decide to purchase an organic product, 

they must decide which organic brand to choose. At this point, the organic product attributes, 

such as certification, packaging, origin, and price, influence the decision (de Magistris & 

Gracia, 2014; Magnier, Schoormans, & Mugge, 2016). We explore how these product 

attributes influence the choice of a retailer-owned private label brand or a national 

manufacturer brand of organic products. We consider five product-level variables that may 
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impact the choice of organic brand: (1) certification, (2) sustainable versus non-sustainable 

packaging, (3) local production versus imported, (4) price, and (5) degree of food processing. 

Certification. The process of certification and regular field audits that are part of 

certification compliance, as well as excessive bureaucracy associated with certification and 

control (Flaten, Lien, Koesling, & Løes, 2010), make the certification label an added cost of 

production. Considering the intense competition among food retailers, private standards and 

in-house branding for generic ‘organic’ labels without a certification logo might be a more 

appealing option to some retailers over organic products with certification. However, 

certification ensures a consistent adoption/fulfilment of product standards, safety and quality 

assurance, and ‘due diligence’ defence, which shifts liability from the retailer to the certifier 

(Hatanaka, Bain, & Busch, 2005). Hence, the benefits of certification are especially relevant 

to retailer brands. 

Arguments for and against certification pose a dilemma for retailers on whether their 

private brands should carry a ‘certified organic’ or an ‘organic’ label. This is especially true 

in markets where certification is voluntary for organic products, such as in the USA and 

Australia, where a product does not require certification from an approved certifying 

organisation, nor need it to bear an approved certifying organisation’s identification mark, in 

order to be labelled ‘organic’ (Do, 2015; Zander, Padel, & Zanoli, 2015). Coexistence of 

these two labels, certified organic and generic organic, inevitably creates a confusion among 

consumers, who might not be attentive enough to know the difference between the two. 

Arguably, very few consumers trust a generic organic logo without a certification (Janssen & 

Hamm, 2012), as certification labels communicate the standards of production and the 

qualities of the product to consumers. If the appeal of certified labels rests on the integrity of 
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what the label represents to consumers, then, we expect a positive effect of certification label 

on brand choice. Therefore, 

H1. A certification label has a positive effect on the purchase of an organic brand. 

Packaging sustainability. Consumers tend to make choices based on product 

packaging, as well as based on brand, price, and other criteria (Hoyer & Brown, 1990). 

Consumers of organic food are associated with stronger environmental concerns, which drive 

purchase. As such, minimising ecological footprints through reducing packaging waste and 

reducing food miles is among the reasons for organic food purchase (e.g. 70% of respondents 

chose environmental protection as a motivation for purchasing organic food (Seyfang, 

2006)). Sustainable packaging adds more value to a product (81% of respondents agreed with 

this statement in Paul and Rana (2012)). Previous research shows that consumers opt for 

organic products presented in sustainable packaging over non-sustainable packaging (Prakash 

& Pathak, 2017; Van Herpen et al., 2016), further substantiating the notion that non-

sustainable packaging is perceived as contrary to the environment-friendly nature of organic 

products. To illustrate this, consumers dislike tomatoes that are wrapped in plastic; however, 

for yoghurt packaging, some consumers prefer either plastic or glass (Stolz, Stolze, Janssen, 

& Hamm, 2011). Consumer understanding of sustainable packaging includes it being non-

harmful to either humans or the environment (49%), biodegradable (41%) and recyclable 

(36%) (Scott & Vigar-Ellis, 2014). 

Determining the sustainability of packaging materials involves complex analysis of 

material life cycle, quantitative and qualitative environmental costs, and considerations of 

material use, energy consumption, and waste generation. However, without complex analysis, 

there is a negative perception of synthetic materials used for food packaging among 
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consumers. Moreover, the quality and sustainability of food products is perceived as being 

higher when they are packed in sustainable packaging, such as cardboard or paper (Magnier 

et al., 2016). 

Magnier, Schoormans, and Mugge (2016) found that organic products might not 

benefit from sustainable packaging as much as conventional products because organic 

products are already perceived as being more natural or a better quality option. However, 

consumers have emphasized that it is important for them to be able to distinguish between the 

packaging of organic products and conventional products (Hill & Lynchehaun, 2002). 

Therefore, 

H2. Packaging sustainability has a positive effect on the purchase of an organic 

brand. 

Local production. Although a lower impact of country of origin is observed for 

organic food products than for conventional food products (Thøgersen et al., 2017), the 

domestic origin of organic food still has a considerable influence on consumer choice (Xie, 

Gao, Swisher, & Zhao, 2015; Zanoli et al., 2012). A recent review of the literature on the 

importance of country of origin to organic consumers calls for further research into how 

attention to the local production of an organic product is impacted by the presence of other 

product features or communication about the product (Thøgersen et al., 2017). We note that 

the importance of the country of origin varies among countries and depends on various 

macro-environmental factors (Zanoli et al., 2012). Since a domestic country bias mostly 

applies to developed countries (Pedersen et al., 2018b), we speculate that consumers would 

display preference for local organic food rather than imported. Therefore, 

H3. Local origin has a positive effect on the purchase of an organic brand. 
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Price. Retailer-owned private label brands may look attractive to consumers because 

they usually carry a lower price than national manufacturer brands. This could be crucial to 

the organic food market, where price is a notorious barrier to purchase (Aschemann-Witzel & 

Zielke, 2017; Konuk, 2018a). However, previous findings suggest that consumers perceive a 

higher risk in buying organic retail brands in stores with lower-than-average prices. In other 

words, they perceive a lack of fit between low prices and the organic brand associations, 

which could lead consumers to discounting the value of retailer-owned private label brands of 

organic food (Ngobo & Jean, 2012). 

Bauer, Heinrich, and Schäfer (2013) found that the addition of an organic label to the 

features of a retail brand has a strong positive effect on purchase intention and leads to a 

significant increase in a consumer's willingness to pay a price premium for the brand. 

However, consumers are not willing to pay above a certain level of price difference to 

conventional products. We expect a negative effect of price on purchase of organic brands, 

especially retailer-owned private label brands of organic products, in line with standard 

economic theory, which views consumers as always seeking to maximise their benefit 

(McFadden, 1974; Van Doorn & Verhoef, 2015). Therefore,  

H4. Price premium has a negative effect on the purchase of an organic brand. 

Degree of processing. Previous studies show that consumers purchase organic food 

because they perceive it to be fresh (Yue & Tong, 2009). There has been considerable 

expansion of organic food into processed and convenience foods. Previous research notes the 

difference in consumer attitudes and behaviours towards organic fresh food and processed 

food (Arvola et al., 2008; Dean et al., 2008; Prada et al., 2017). Previously, differences in 

attitudes to organic processed food could be explained by consumers’ relative lack of 
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familiarity with the concept of organic processed food due to the beliefs that organic implies 

natural and, therefore, not processed to any degree (Arvola et al., 2008; Dean et al., 2008). 

However, with an increasingly wide range of processed organic food products available, 

consumers consider organic to be a tastier alternative to conventional processed foods, and 

more or equally healthy (Prada et al., 2017). In a recent study, Berry, Burton, and Howlett 

(2017) find that natural, organic, and minimally-processed claims each have a significant 

positive effect on consumer purchase intentions. 

Consumer perceptions of products depend on the degree of processing, whether 

identified by consumers (on a scale of likelihood of a product being minimally processed in 

Berry, Burton, and Howlett (2017) and Prada, Garrido, Rodrigues (2017)) or presented at 

different levels of processing (e.g. tomato sauce for the partially-processed option, pizza for 

the fully-processed option in Dean et al. (2008), or 16 food exemplars in Prada et al. (2017)). 

While several choice experiment studies of consumer preferences have been conducted using 

organic fresh fruit and vegetables, especially apples (e.g. Costanigro, Kroll, Thilmany, & 

Bunning, 2014; Jensen & Mørkbak, 2013; Loureiro, McCluskey, & Mittelhammer, 2001) and 

tomatoes (e.g. Becker, Tavor, Friedler, & Bar, 2015; Carroll, Bernard, & Pesek, 2013; Yue & 

Tong, 2009), to our knowledge, a limited number of studies compare products at different 

stages of food processing. The choice between fresh and processed foods has been observed 

in a choice between organic apples and organic pizza (e.g. Arvola et al., 2008; Dean, Raats, 

& Shepherd, 2008), finding that consumers view fresh organic food more positively than 

processed food. We expect that consumers are less likely to purchase organic brands in the 

highly processed category than in unprocessed and minimally processed categories. 

Therefore,  
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H5. A higher degree of food processing has a negative effect on the purchase of an 

organic brand. 

6.3 Methods 

6.3.1 Selection of attributes and levels 

In seeking to replicate a real-life choice situation as closely as possible, selection of 

attributes and their levels is crucial. As such, only attributes and levels that can be observed 

in the marketplace were included (Rokka & Uusitalo, 2008). Five attributes with two or three 

levels each were chosen for the study (Table 6.1). 

 

Table 6.1 Attributes used in a choice set 

Attribute   Levels 

Brand 
3 Retailer-owned private label brand of organic products, 

National manufacturer brand of organic products, Retailer-

owned brand of conventional products 
Production 

method 
3 Certified organic, Organic, Conventional 

Packaging 2 Sustainable, Not sustainable 

Country of origin 2 Local, Imported 

Price 3 Base, Premium 20%, Premium 50% 

 

Three brands were selected to represent different levels – national (manufacturer) and 

private retailer (supermarket retailer). Organic and non-organic options were represented by 

two private labels of one large supermarket chain. The retailer is Woolworths, with Macro 

and Essentials brands. The national label was represented by manufacturer brands popular in 

their product category. We decided to use popular conventional brands for the ‘national’ level 
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brand variable because the results of a pilot study found low familiarity with various organic-

specific brands. 

Production method included three levels, ‘certified organic’ and ‘organic’, applicable 

to the two organic options from national manufacturer and retailer-owned private label 

brands, whereas the non-organic option was applicable to the retailer conventional brand 

only. The certified organic attribute was accompanied by a logo of Australian Certified 

Organic, the most recognisable certification logo to Australian consumers, since the majority 

of shoppers (85% in a 2016 nationwide study) say the presence of a certification logo 

influences their purchase decisions (Australian Organic Ltd., 2017). 

Two attribute levels of packaging material represent alternatives available in the 

marketplace, with sustainable options including cardboard, paper, and glass (Marsh & 

Bugusu, 2007), and non-sustainable options including plastic polymer alternatives made from 

synthetic material (polyethylene). For clarity of manipulation, a pictorial representation of a 

packaging type was provided as a visual aid.  

Country of origin included two levels, local and imported. Although a country of 

import can play an important role in the choice of a product due to perceived quality 

standards, to keep the number of attribute levels manageable for participants, we limited the 

study to examining preference for locally produced food. 

Based on our computations of averaged real market prices and prior studies (e.g. 

Aschemann-Witzel & Zielke, 2017; Remaud, Mueller, Chvyl, & Lockshin, 2008), the price 

levels for this study include 20% and 50% premiums over the price of conventional products. 

The study involved six products across unprocessed, minimally processed and highly 

processed food categories. To define the products that correspond to each degree of food 
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processing, we used a global classification system, NOVA, which is derived from a formal 

definition of food processing and is rated highest in terms of quality among other systems 

(Moubarac, Parra, Cannon, & Monteiro, 2014). This way, unprocessed foods include fresh 

fruit and vegetables; among minimally processed foods are those that do not add any 

substance, but may involve subtracting parts, such as drying, freezing, fermenting, etc.; 

among highly processed foods are those formulated mostly or entirely from substances 

derived from foods, such as chips, sweet, fatty, or salty snacks, cereals, and canned or 

dehydrated foods (Do, 2015). 

We selected strawberries and tomatoes for the unprocessed category, flour and sugar 

for the minimally processed category, and chocolate and pasta sauce for the highly processed 

category. Strawberries and tomatoes were selected because fruit and vegetables are the 

leading food basket categories for organic shoppers (Organic Trade Association, 2018; Zion 

Market Research, 2018), with tomato being the most frequently purchased product in the 

fresh category (Day, 2018). Products at each stage of processing were selected according to 

the two criteria: offered by one of the main retailers in Australia and known to the general 

public (see Tobler, Visschers, & Siegrist, 2011). Each of the six products (strawberries, 

tomatoes, flour, sugar, chocolate, and pasta sauce) are available from domestic production in 

Australia, in organic quality, and in eco-friendly packaging. Finally, each of the products is 

available from national manufacturer and retailer-owned private label brands of organic 

products. 
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6.3.2 Experimental design 

We chose a choice experiment, as it is a widely accepted method in marketing 

research and has been adopted in studies of organic food consumption (de Magistris & 

Gracia, 2014; Hempel & Hamm, 2016; Zanoli et al., 2012). We employed a hypothetical 

choice experiment to investigate the role of different labels and product features in point-of-

purchase decisions. Choice experiments simulate actual decision making and eliminate social 

desirability bias (Hoek et al., 2017). Conjoint choices provide participants with alternatives 

presented in a matrix that makes it easy to identify important attributes, with attributes being 

shuffled in each succeeding choice task (Meißner et al., 2016). The independent presentation 

of choice alternatives in a matrix with a separate cell for each attribute simplifies the task for 

participants and allows them to focus on the attributes most important to them (Meißner et 

al., 2016). 

A labelled experimental design with 192 choice combinations was used. These 

combinations were randomly distributed among each of the six products. Rather than using a 

full factorial design that considers each possible choice situation, we used a more practical 

fractional factorial design by removing repeating pricing combinations (high-high price) from 

a full factorial design, leaving us with 192 scenarios. The study employed a randomised 

design across 12 choice per participant, but all respondents faced the same choice sets in the 

same order (Meißner et al., 2016). 
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6.3.3 Measures 

Participants were presented with four choice sets per product, containing three 

options, and an ‘opt out’ option (Table 6.3). A no-choice ‘opt out’ option was given to 

provide a more realistic purchase situation and eliminate the pressure of a forced choice 

(Stolz et al., 2011). 

 

Table 6.2 Example of a choice set as presented in the questionnaire 

 

Note: Packaging type and price varied depending on a product to reflect the realistic values. 

 

Each participant was randomly assigned one product (of the two available) from three 

product categories: unprocessed, minimally processed, and highly processed. For each of the 

three products, each participant performed four choice tasks, resulting in 12 choice tasks per 
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participant in total. Previous studies have demonstrated that respondents are able to manage 

up to 16 choices (Kruijshaar et al., 2009). 

6.3.4 Analysis 

The Random Utility Model (McFadden, 1974) provided a basis for the analysis of 

choice data, which assumes that participants choose the option that yields them the highest 

utility or level of satisfaction out of a choice of alternatives. In accordance with this model, 

the utility function Uiq (of the ith alternative for the qth individual) is decomposed in two parts, 

a deterministic part Viq representing observed influences and a stochastic part εiq representing 

unobservable impacts on individual choice (Hensher et al., 2008): 

(1) Uiq = Viq + εiq 

The choices were modelled using conditional logit regression. As each question 

included a choice of four options (two label alternatives, a non-organic option, and an opt-out 

option), but only one could be chosen, we used an alternative-specific conditional logit 

model. The model was used to estimate the utilities for the attribute combinations. The model 

was estimated using STATA software employing asclogit command and its associated 

postestimation tools. When an individual faces a choice of alternatives (retailer-owned 

private label brand or national manufacturer brand, conventional option and an option to not 

buy any), we think that individual i will choose alternative j if the alternative jth alternative is 

better than all other alternatives. In the McFadden’s choice model (McFadden, 1974), the 

assumption is that it is the interaction of characteristics of individual i and alternative j that 

determines whether individual i chooses alternative j. 
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The model for alternative-specific conditional logistic regression looked as follows: 

asclogit depvar indepvars case(varname) alternatives(altij) casevars(varname) 

basealternative(4) vce(cluster respondetid).  

Specifically, 

asclogit choice production_certified_new packaging_incl_conv origin_incl_conv 

price_equal price_high_new brandC_cert brandC_packageC brandC_originC 

brandC_price organic_packageC organic_originC, case(obsid) alternatives(altij) 

casevars(unprocessed min_processed) basealternative(4)vce(cluster respondentid) 

In the model, case specifies the numeric variable that identifies each case; alternatives to 

identify the alternatives available for each case; casevars specifies the case-specific numeric 

variables, that are constant for each case; basealternative specifies the alternative that 

normalizes the latent-variable location, the level of utility; vce specifies the type of standard 

error reported, that allow for intragroup correlation (cluster clustvar). 

6.3.5 Sampling 

The participants were recruited from a pre-existing consumer panel managed by a 

commercial research firm with an opt-in panel that was made available at a cost. The recent 

Australian Organic Report (Australian Organic Ltd., 2017) reports that 68% of Australian 

households bought at least one organic product in the past year. To ensure that the results are 

relevant to the local organic market, the target group was consumers who had purchased 

organic products more than once in the past year (Lockie et al., 2004), are responsible for 

food purchase in their household, and had previously shopped for organic food at the chosen 

retailer. 
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6.3.6 Sample characteristics 

A total of 412 participants from across Australia completed the study in September 

2018. A total of 14 respondents were then eliminated from the analysis due to failing an 

attention check question that was presented right after the choice tasks. The mean age of the 

respondents was 42 years, the average fortnightly household income was $1,800-$2,000 

AUD (national average in Australia), and the majority were frequent organic food shoppers 

who purchased organic food at least once a month (Table 6.4). Frequent consumers were 

more often younger, from a larger household, and with more children than occasional 

consumers. Occasional consumers were more often from a couple-only household with no 

children. 
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Table 6.3 Sample characteristics 

Variable All 

participants 

Frequent Occasional 

Group 398 (100%) 315 (79%) 83 (21%) 

Age (years) 41.77 (19.05) 39.43 (19.04) 50.69 (16.21) 

Gender    

Female 227 (57%) 178 (78%) 49 (22%) 

Male 171 (43%) 137 (80%) 34 (20%) 

Education    

Low level (Year 11 or below, 

Year 12) 

75 (19%) 58 (77%) 17 (23%) 

Medium level (Certificate 

III/IV, Diploma) 

81 (20%) 56 (69%) 25 (31%) 

High level (Bachelor’s degree, 

Graduate Diploma/Certificate, 

Postgraduate degree) 

241 (61%) 200 (83%) 41 (17%) 

Size of household    

1 person 38 (10%) 27 (71%) 11 (29%) 

2 people 110 (27%) 76 (69%) 34 (31%) 

3 people 111 (28%) 91 (82%) 20 (18%) 

4 people 80 (20%) 67 (84%) 13 (16%) 

5 people 43 (11%) 38 (89%) 5 (11%)  

more than 5 people 16 (4%) 16 (100%) 0 

Household composition    

Couple family with dependent 

children 

185 (46%) 165 (89%) 20 (11%) 

One parent family with 

dependent children 

27 (7%) 22 (81%) 5 (19%) 

Couple only 87 (22%) 59 (68%) 28 (32%) 

Other one family household 16 (4%) 8 (50%) 8 (50%) 

Multiple family household 20 (5%) 16 (80%) 4 (20%) 

Single person 41 (10%) 29 (71%) 12 (29%) 

Group household 22 (6%) 16 (73%) 6 (27%) 

Children in household    

no children 158 (40%) 105 (66%) 53 (34%) 

1 child 117 (29%) 103 (88%) 14 (12%) 

2 children 82 (21%) 70 (85%) 12 (15%) 

3 children 33 (8%) 29 (88%) 4 (12%) 

4 children 5 (1%) 5 (1%) 0 

5 children 3 (1%) 3 (1%) 0 

Income (average disposable 

household income per fortnight) 

   

Negative or no income 8 (2%) 6 (75%) 2 (15%) 

Below $1,000 AUD 70 (18%) 56 (80%) 14 (20%) 

$1,000 to $2,000 AUD 133 (35%) 98 (74%) 35 (26%) 

Over $2,000 AUD 169 (45%) 140 (83%) 29 (17%) 

Note: Frequency of organic food purchase was determined by a response to the question ‘How often do you buy 

organic food?’ The frequent category included responses: ‘daily’, ‘at least once a week’, ‘at least once a fortnight’, and ‘at 

least once a month’. The occasional category included responses: ‘at least every two months’ and ‘a few times a year’. 
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All participants seemed to understand the task and made trade-offs in the choice sets. 

6.4 Results 

The results of the conditional logistics regression are reported in Table 6.5 below. The 

model included all four choice options, with the no-choice option ‘I wouldn’t buy any of 

these alternatives’ as a base alternative. The literature advises against eliminating this no-

choice option from experiments because of a potential significant impact on the resulting 

designs (Louviere, 2004). 
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Table 6.4 Estimated results from alternative-specific conditional logit model 

Alternative-specific 

variables 

Coef. Std. 

Err. 

Odds 

ratio 

      

Main effects          

Certification label 
.190 

(.03) 
*** 

1.21       

Sustainable packaging 
.165 

(.03) 
*** 

1.18       

Local origin 
.319 

(.03) 
*** 

1.38       

Price equal  

(20% premium) 
-.104 

(.04) 
*** 

.90       

Premium price (50% 

premium) 
-.318 

(.03) 
*** 

.73       

Interaction effects****          

Organic*packaging .026 (.02) 1.03       

Organic*origin 
.063 

(.02) 
*** 

1.06       

Brand*certification (H1) .027 (.03) .97       

Brand*packaging (H2) -.011 (.02) .99       

Brand*origin (H3) .047 (.02) ** 1.05       

Brand*price (H4) -.035 (.03) .97       

Explanatory variables 

(degree of food processing: 

H5) 

Organic retailer brand Organic national 

brand 

Conventional retailer 

brand 

Coef. Std. 

Err. 

Odds 

ratio 

Coef. Std. 

Err. 

Odds 

ratio 

Coef. Std. 

Err. 

Odds 

ratio 

Product category 

Unprocessed 
-.158 (.17) .85 -.937 

(.18) 
*** 

.39 .187 (.19) 1.21 

Min. processed 
-.005 (.16) 1.00 -.535 

(.16) 
*** 

.59 .298 (.17) * 1.35 

Constant 
.937 

(.16) 
*** 

2.55 1.595 
(.15) 

*** 
4.93 .644 

(.17) 
*** 

1.90 

Number of observations 19,104 

Number of cases 4776 

Alternatives per case 4 

Wald chi2(17) 411.49 

Log pseudolikelihood -5,811.36 

Note: *P<0.1, **P<0.05, ***P<.01. **** Interaction effects between variables organic*certification and organic*price are 

omitted from the model because certification does not apply to conventional products and because the conventional product 

was priced at the lowest price level. 

 

6.4.1 Main effects of product attributes on consumer choice of a product 

The estimated results indicate that surveyed consumers prefer products with an organic 

certification label, packaged in sustainable packaging, and produced locally. The effect on choice of 



Chapter Six  Paper Three 

242 

 

 

 

 

having these product attributes is positive, whereas the effect of premium pricing, as expected, is 

negative. The negative effect of premium pricing is evident when both organic brands, retailer and 

national, have an equal price premium of 20%, and when a brand has a high price premium of 50%. 

These findings are in line with economics theory of consumers, seeking the highest utility at the 

minimum cost among alternatives. 

Consumers pay attention to where the product originated from with a high preference for 

local origin products over imported. This can be seen from the significant and positive coefficient for 

the variable ‘local origin’ in Table 6.5. The associated odds ratio is the highest for this variable, 

suggesting that the probability of choosing local products is 38% higher than for imported products. 

6.4.2 Interaction effects of product attributes on consumer choice of an organic product 

The estimated coefficient indicates that local origin (.063, p < 0.01) has a positive effect on 

consumer choice of an organic product versus a conventional product. The relationship between the 

effect of local origin on choice between an organic or conventional product is positive and significant, 

with the odds ratio of 1.06. This means that consumers are more likely to choose the organic product, 

regardless of the brand, when it is produced locally. This result is consistent with previous studies 

(Hasselbach & Roosen, 2015; Meas, Hu, Batte, Woods, & Ernst, 2015; Wägeli et al., 2016), which 

found consumer preference for local production for food products in general, and for organic food in 

particular. A likely explanation for the significant effect of local origin on the choice of organic 

product rather than conventional could be that consumers have a higher level of involvement in the 

purchase decisions concerning organic food than conventional food (e.g. Zanoli & Naspetti, 2002). 

There was no significant interaction between organic production method and packaging. 

Further, no interaction between an organic production method and certification or price was found. 

Interaction effects between variables organic*certification and organic*price are omitted from the 
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model because certification does not apply to conventional products and because the conventional 

product was priced at the base level of the lowest price. 

6.4.3 Interaction effects of product attributes on consumers’ choice of an organic brand 

After fitting a McFadden’s choice model (McFadden, 1974) with alternative-specific 

conditional logistic regression, we obtained alternative summary statistics. Retailer-owned private 

label brand of organic products was selected 30% of the time, national manufacturer brand of organic 

products was chosen 37% of the time, and the conventional option was chosen 23% of the time. 

The estimated results indicate that the only product attribute with a significant effect on 

consumer choice of an organic brand, either retailer-owned private label brand of organic products or 

national manufacturer brand, is local origin (.047, p < 0.05). The relationship between the effects of 

the local origin on the type of brand indicates a positive interaction, meaning that local origin of a 

product significantly affects the choice of an organic brand, with an odds ratio of 1.05. 

We failed to find interaction between organic brand and certification or packaging and price. 

These results indicate that H3 is supported, whereas no significant interaction effects were found to 

support H1, H2, or H4. 
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Figure 6.1 Choice shares of alternatives with local and imported product origin 

 

 

To interpret the interaction between brand and local origin, we computed choice 

shares (Figure 6.1). As initial visual inspection suggests, the effect of local origin is stronger 

than that of imported for both types of organic brands. In the choice scenarios when origin of 

a product was local, respondents chose retailer-owned private label brand of organic products 

in 18% of the cases (only 11.7% when imported). The choice shares for national 

manufacturer brand of organic products, when the product was locally produced, were 22.5% 

(in contrast to 14.6% when imported). The effect of local origin on the choice of national 

manufacturer brand is stronger than that of retailer-owned private label brand of organic 

products. The choice shares of alternatives also demonstrate that local country of origin 

makes organic products more appealing: combined choice of shares of organic products is 

40.5% when origin is local (26.3% when imported), whereas choice of shares for 

conventional products is 12.5% when local (10.3% when imported). In addition, Figure 6.1 
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demonstrates that, in comparison to the effect local origin has on the choice between two 

organic brands, local origin does not seem to affect choice of conventional product. This 

finding contradicts Thøgersen et al. (2017), which concludes that the impact of country of 

origin is lower for organic than for conventional products, however, previous research 

confirms that domestic-country bias applies to organic food (Hempel & Hamm, 2016a; 

Newman & Dhar, 2014; Pedersen, Aschemann-Witzel, & Thøgersen, 2018a). Consumers 

show an increasing support for locally produced food, in order to support local farmers and to 

avoid the long transportation distances and environmental costs associated with imported 

food products (Hempel & Hamm, 2016a; Pedersen et al., 2018a). 

6.4.4 Effect of degree of food processing on consumer choice of an organic brand 

Results also indicate that national manufacturer brand is less likely to be picked as a 

preferred selection in the unprocessed category (-.937, p < 0.01) and in the minimally 

processed category (-.535, p < 0.01) compared to the highly processed category (1.595, p < 

0.01). The likelihood of consumers choosing a national manufacturer brand in the highly 

processed category is twice the probability of choosing a retailer-owned private label brand 

of organic products (odds ratio 2.13). A likely explanation for this is that national brands are 

more recognisable in general (as demonstrated in the pilot test of this study) and are more 

associated with processed foods rather than retailer brands, which only recently started 

offering organic food focusing heavily on the fresh category. 

The coefficients for the product category in the choice of retailer brand are 

insignificant. This could be for two reasons, either we were unable to estimate the 
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coefficients efficiently with the model used, or there is too much heterogeneity in the 

preferences. 

These results partially disprove H5 with regards to national manufacturer brands, 

which stated that consumers are less likely to purchase organic brands in the highly processed 

category than in the unprocessed and minimally processed categories, when, in fact, we found 

that a higher degree of food processing has a positive effect on choice of a national organic 

brand. Such insight indicates that convenience of processed food products is valued by 

consumers in organic products. These findings can add to the knowledge on selling organic 

processed foods, in turn, improving convenience of organic products (Aschemann-Witzel, 

2015). 

6.5 Discussion and conclusions 

6.5.1 Theoretical and managerial implications 

This study contributes to the literature on purchasing organic food by providing better 

insights into consumer preference structures related to product attributes and brand choice. 

This research highlights four main theoretical contributions. First, the findings provide 

empirical support to the benefit of organic label use by retailer brands. These results are in 

line with previous studies indicating that the presence of a certification logo on a brand 

influences purchase decisions and, moreover, consumers purposefully look for a certification 

logo (Zanoli et al., 2012). Earlier findings in the context of organic chicken demonstrated 

stronger consumer willingness to pay for certified options rather than non-certified (Van Loo 

et al., 2011). Organic certification is an instrument of the supply side used to differentiate the 
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product and is targeted at consumers, to gain their trust in credence goods (Janssen & Hamm, 

2012; Nuttavuthisit & Thøgersen, 2017). In countries where the use of the word ‘organic’ is 

not regulated (e.g. the USA or Australia), suppliers may take the opportunity to state that 

their product is organic, rather than certified organic (Massey & O’Cass, 2019, in review). 

The findings indicate that consumers display preferences for products carrying a ‘certified 

organic’ label rather than ‘organic’ without a certification logo. From these results, 

managerial implications can be derived for retailers of organic food, as Bauer, Heinrich, & 

Schäfer (2013) note that retailer brands are more adept at profiting from the use of organic 

label than national brands.  

Second, this research underlines the role of packaging sustainability on organic brand 

purchase in the supermarket environment. Both organic brands, retailer-owned and national 

manufacturer, benefit from the sustainable packaging of organic food (i.e. compostable or 

recyclable, such as paper/cardboard punnets or glass jars) rather than non-sustainable (plastic) 

packaging. In line with previous research, we conclude that consumer preference for 

sustainably packaged organic food products can be explained by non-sustainable plastic 

packaging being perceived as contrary to the environmental-friendliness claim of organic 

food (Van Herpen et al., 2016). Managerial implications from these findings are highly 

relevant to the markets where recent consumer boycotts of plastic packaging for fresh fruit 

and vegetables took place (Clegg, 2018; Crisp, 2018; Lam et al., 2018). Consequently, the 

results point food retailers towards an opportunity to increase organic food sales, not only in 

the fresh category, but in the minimally and highly processed food categories as well. 

Third, the results uncover consumer preference for locally produced organic food over 

imported. This can be explained by the environmental consciousness of organic consumers 
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and their motivation to minimise the ecological footprints associated with food transportation 

(Costanigro et al., 2014). Our finding shows that local origin is a key product attribute that 

positively affects consumer choice of an organic brand. Moreover, local origin has a positive 

effect on consumer choice to a greater extent for national brand than retailer brand. This 

being said, a retailer-owned private label brand still benefits from the local origin of the 

product making it more likely to be chosen by consumers. This finding can have considerable 

managerial implications for retailer-owned organic brands as a point of differentiation from 

national brands. In particular, relying on the findings that national manufacturer brands of 

organic products are less likely to be picked by consumers in fresh and minimally processed 

categories (national manufacturer brands are popular in the highly processed organic food 

category), retailers of organic food could focus their efforts on these two product categories. 

Fourth, our research confirms that price premium for organic food decreases the 

probability of consumers choosing it, however, our findings add to the literature on 

detrimental effects of pricing on choice of organic food (Hemmerling et al., 2015; Konuk, 

2018a) by testing two levels of price premium, 20% and 50% premium compared to the price 

of a conventional product. Our research adds further insights by demonstrating that the 

negative effect of a price premium is evident when a retailer-owned private label brand and a 

national manufacturer brand of organic products are equally priced, highlighting consumer 

hesitancy to pay a premium regardless of the brand. Consequently, retailer strategies should 

be on price differentiation to facilitate consumer choice when competing with national 

manufacturer brands of organic products. Overall, the managerial implications recommend 

that retailers may successfully introduce an organic label to a private brand by building 

strategies around a certification label, sustainable packaging, local origin, and pricing that is 
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competitive with national manufacturer brands of organic products, focusing mostly on the 

fresh and minimally processed food categories. 

6.5.2 Limitations of the study and future research 

Despite its contributions, this study has several limitations that need to be considered 

when interpreting the results. First, the data were collected among Australian consumers and 

the Australian market offers two unique contextual features, namely oligopoly among 

supermarkets and low penetration of private labels compared to other developed countries. 

Retailer-owned private label brands of organic products in Australia operate in an 

oligopolistic environment, with its top two retailers holding 72 percent of the total grocery 

market share collectively (Australian Food & Grocery Council, 2014). Moreover, the 

Australian market has a relatively low penetration of private labels, 18.1% of all retail dollar 

sales compared to 42% in Spain, 41% in the UK, and between 27% and 32% in most other 

European countries (Bone & McElvanna, 2017). This unique environment for retailer-owned 

private label brands of organic products might limit the generalisability of results. Second, 

considering that we employed an online experiment, all evaluations were hypothetical, which 

is a common weakness of many consumer preference studies (Ellison et al., 2016). A more 

realistic setting could help to alleviate concerns over hypothetical bias. Further, a realistic 

environment of a retail store may offer additional moderating variables that help attenuate 

some of the findings we report. Another limitation of this study is the lack of process 

explaining the interaction effects (especially absence of effects) of product attributes and 

choice of organic product and organic brands. Despite the limitations, our research 

contributes to a better understanding of the drivers of organic brand choice. 
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7.1 Introduction 

The demand for organic food continues to rise steadily, stimulating change in its supply, 

from the types of organic products offered, to the way it is marketed. This is especially true 

for supermarkets, where the availability and assortment of organic food has grown 

dramatically in recent years (Anagnostou et al., 2015; Bone & McElvanna, 2017). With the 

increasing popularity of organic products among consumers, retailers are recognising the 

value of organic food in their strategic plans, offering organic brands under their own private 

labels (Konuk, 2018b).  

Despite the growing presence of organic brands, the triggers of consumer purchase have 

received little academic attention. Although a number of studies have examined the factors 

motivating the purchase of organic food in general, the existing literature points out the 

existence of inconclusiveness in the findings with regards to consumer understanding of the 

term ‘organic’ (Grunert et al., 2014; Hughner et al., 2007; Rousseau, 2015), as well as 

variations in findings regarding the relationship between motivators and purchase behaviour 

(Gad Mohsen & Dacko, 2013; Paul & Rana, 2012). Accordingly, a key motivation for this 

research was to explore consumer interpretation of the term ‘organic’ and to examine the 

relationship between a comprehensive spectrum of motivational factors and purchasing of 

organic food. Given the wide-ranging motivational factors identified in the literature, a 

systematic assessment of the key drivers of consumers’ attitudes and purchase behaviour was 

warranted (Rana & Paul, 2017; Scalco et al., 2017). A further motivation for this research 

was to reflect recent calls for research focusing on the factors affecting purchase decisions 

towards organic brands (Larceneux et al., 2012; Schleenbecker & Hamm, 2013). In 
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addressing these gaps, three research questions were posed. To answer the research questions 

outlined in Chapter One, this thesis developed three inter-related papers. Through the three 

papers, this thesis not only examined consumer interpretation of the term ‘organic’, but also 

identified factors motivating consumer purchase behaviour towards organic food products. 

Moreover, the thesis provided an understanding of product attributes that stimulate consumer 

choice of organic brands. 

Paper One, presented in Chapter Four, uncovered key concepts used in definitions of 

‘organic’ by consumers and found differences between the definition intended by 

policymakers and consumer understanding of the term. Paper Two, presented in Chapter 

Five, focused on the relationship between motivational factors contributing to consumer 

attitudes, purchase intention, and purchase behaviour. Paper Three, presented in Chapter Six, 

explored which of the factors driving purchase of organic food affect the purchase of organic 

brands and uncovered the role of product attributes in the choice of organic brands. Finally, 

this chapter, Chapter Seven, synthesises the findings of all three papers and outlines the 

theoretical and managerial contributions of the findings and concludes with a discussion 

about the limitations of the research and suggestions for future research. 

7.2 Synthesising the research findings 

To address the shortcomings in the literature, this research sought to answer three 

specific research questions. To contribute to this discussion, the theoretical framework that 

relates the three research questions together is shown in Figure 7.1 (repeated from Chapter 

One). 
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Figure 7.1 Relationships in the thesis 

 

Research Question 1. To what extent does consumers’ understanding of the term 

‘organic’ match the definition from regulatory bodies? 

The study presented in Chapter Four answers this research question. Drawing on existing 

literature, this exploratory study compares policymakers’ and consumers’ interpretations of 

the term and discovers the overlap and divergence between opinions of the two market 

stakeholders. Prior research has acknowledged the controversy over what constitutes organic 

food, which is present among consumers who confuse ‘organic’ with other terms, and among 

regulatory bodies over the certification requirements (Dabbert et al., 2014; Guthman, 2004; 

Stanton & Guion, 2015; Torjusen et al., 2004; Vega-Zamora et al., 2013a). However, no 



Chapter Seven  Conclusion 

262 

 

 

 

 

attention has been given to the misalignment of consumers’ understanding of the term as 

phrased by regulatory bodies. 

Even when consumer understanding of the definition has been considered, emphasis has 

been on either the associations consumers have with the term (Aarset et al., 2004; Cairns, 

Johnston, & MacKendrick, 2013; Campbell, Mhlanga, & Lesschaeve, 2013) or consumer 

subjective and objective knowledge of the term (Aertsens et al., 2011; Janssen & Hamm, 

2012; Kim & Bonn, 2015). In advancing the literature, the findings reveal a 

miscommunication between policymakers and consumers with regards to what constitutes 

‘organic’. The essence of consumers’ perspective lies in the preconceived benefits they 

associate with consumption of organic food, including perceptions about health, nutrition, 

price, and impact on the environment. Agendas for soil quality and waste management in 

organic agriculture are specific to policymakers alone. The study concluded that consumers’ 

understanding of the term ‘organic’ has a limited overlap with the definitions of regulatory 

bodies. The study highlighted that the roles and interests of consumers and policymakers on 

the organic food market are reflected in discourse about organic food and are conducive to 

difference in the interpretations of the term. These findings are of significance given the state 

of the current literature, which has, to date, not investigated the extent to which consumer 

understanding of the term matches the official definition. These insights contribute to a better 

understanding of the miscommunication in the credence market of organic food and aim to 

impact the communication strategies directed at consumers. 

Research Question 2. What are the primary factors motivating consumers to purchase 

organic food? 
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The study presented in Chapter Five answers this research question. Building on 

information economics theory and grouping the factors affecting consumer purchase 

behaviours towards organic food into categories of search, experience, and credence 

attributes of a product, the findings of this study demonstrate the superiority of credence 

attributes over search and experience. Credence attributes include health benefits, food safety, 

nutritional value, food quality, environmental benefits, animal welfare, and production 

practices. Search attributes include price, availability, and appearance. Experience attributes 

include taste and freshness. Past research has indicated that understanding the factors 

stimulating consumer purchase of organic food has the potential to assist producers, 

processors, and sellers in targeting their consumers more effectively and to sustain their 

competitiveness in the wider food market (Aertsens, Verbeke, et al., 2009; Hutchins & 

Greenhalgh, 1995; Ness et al., 2010). 

In addition, utilising the theory of planned behaviour, this study examined the attitudes 

and purchase behaviour. The findings show that consumers not only demonstrate positive 

perceptions regarding organic food, but also express positive purchase behaviour. Moreover, 

half of the respondents intended to purchase organic food in the near future, and nearly half 

of the respondents reported already purchasing organic food on a regular basis. These 

findings from a large sample of 124,353 respondents suggest an influence from perceptions 

on purchase behaviour and highlight the importance of credence product attributes in 

consumer attitudes. The findings contribute to the literature by aggregating the results 

reported in previous studies over the course of 25 years from 1991 to 2016 and reporting on 

the prevailing factors affecting consumer purchase of organic food. Prior to this study, a 

systematic review of the literature on this scale, especially applying meta-analysis, had not 
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been performed in the area of organic food purchase. These insights contribute to a better 

understanding of the importance of product attributes, especially credence attributes, in 

stimulating positive consumer attitudes to organic food and consequent purchase behaviours. 

Research Question 3. Which of the product attributes plays an important role in 

consumers’ choice of organic retailer brand? 

The study presented in Chapter Six answers this research question. Relying on cue 

utilisation theory, this experimental study identifies product-level factors that affect 

consumers’ choice of organic brands. The findings of this study demonstrate that certified 

organic labels, sustainable packaging, local production, and degree of food processing affect 

the probability of consumers choosing an organic brand. Further, the findings indicate that 

although these product attributes are sought after, consumers are reluctant to pay either a 20% 

or 50% premium for these product attributes. Moreover, consumer purchase choice of an 

organic brand varies, with a preference for retailer brands in fresh and minimally processed 

organic food products and for national brands in highly processed food products. These 

findings advance the literature on consumer purchase of organic food by being among the 

first to explore the effects of product attributes on consumer purchase decisions towards 

retailer-owned private label brands of organic food products. These insights offer potential 

strategies for organic food retailers to better promote retailer brands of organic food based on 

certification label, packaging, food origin, and pricing. 

The results of the three papers are summarised in Table 7.1. 
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Table 7.1 Results and conclusions 

 
PAPER ONE PAPER TWO PAPER THREE 

Research 

Question 

To what extent does 

consumers’ understanding of the 

term ‘organic’ match the 

definition from regulatory 

bodies? 

What are the 

primary factors 

motivating 

consumers to 

purchase organic 

food? 

Which of the product 

attributes play an important role in 

consumers’ choice of organic 

retailer brand? 

Result

s 

Definitions of consumers 

and policymakers overlapped on 

five themes: production 

practices, processes, pesticide 

content, comparison to 

conventional products, and 

certification. Moreover, 

stakeholders’ definitions contain 

concepts that are expectedly 

unique to a particular 

stakeholder’s perspective, given 

their differing points of view 

and involvement with the 

concept of organic food. 

Consumers’ distinctive takes on 

the definition includes such 

terms as ‘natural’, ‘genetically 

modified food’, and ‘synthetic’. 

Finally, policymakers are the 

only stakeholder type to 

associate considerations of soil 

and sewage, or waste disposal, 

with the definition. 

Credence 

attributes, such as 

health, safety, 

nutrition, quality, 

environment, animal 

welfare, and 

production practices, 

account for a larger 

proportion and mean 

estimate than the 

search and experience 

attributes. 

Furthermore, 

proportion and mean 

estimate are larger for 

the search attribute, 

including price, 

availability, and 

appearance, than for 

the experience 

attributes, including 

taste and freshness. 

H1. A certification label has a 

positive effect on the purchase of 

an organic brand. (Supported) 

H2. Packaging sustainability has a 

positive effect on the purchase of 

an organic brand. (Supported) 

H3. Local origin has a positive 

effect on the purchase of an 

organic brand. (Supported) 

H4. Price premium has a negative 

effect on the purchase of an 

organic brand. (Supported) 

H5. A higher degree of food 

processing has a negative effect on 

the purchase of an organic brand. 

(Partially supported. Organic 

national brand is more likely to be 

chosen in the highly processed 

category. No interaction was found 

for organic retailer brand). 

Concl

usions 

There is an overlap among 

different stakeholder groups’ 

understanding of concepts of 

production, pesticide content, 

certification, and comparisons 

to conventional food. There are 

also concepts, or defining 

criteria, unique to each 

stakeholder group. 

The perceived 

difference in the 

benefits from 

consumption of 

organic food is the 

force driving the 

demand for organic 

food. 

Consumers make a purchase 

choice towards those organic 

brands that display the following 

product attributes: certified, locally 

produced, and in a sustainable 

package. However, they are 

reluctant to pay a premium of 20% 

or 50% for an organic brand with 

these attributes. Consumer choice 

varies depending on the level of 

processing of organic food and 

consumer characteristics, with 

preference towards organic 

national brand over retailer brand 

in the highly processed category. 
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7.3 Implications 

The findings of the studies outlined in this thesis reveal specific insights into consumer 

purchase behaviours of organic food, which have implications for theory and practice. This 

thesis enhances understanding of consumer attitudes and perceptions of ‘organic’, motivating 

factors driving purchase of organic food, and product attributes as triggers of choice between 

organic brands. In view of this, the key issues elicited by the findings highlight the need for 

critical examination of the marketing communications between organic market players, 

including policymakers, retailers, and consumers. The findings further underscore uncovering 

the mechanisms that stimulate consumer purchase decisions towards organic food products 

and brands. Some of the more significant implications of this study that merit 

acknowledgement and discussion are presented later in this section. 

First, this research advances the application of information economics theory, the theory 

of reasoned action, and cue utilisation theory in the area of consumer purchase of organic 

food. While the theory of reasoned action has been studied extensively to enhance knowledge 

of consumer intentions to purchase organic food (see Scalco et al., 2017), this thesis extends 

the application of this theory by showing the hierarchy, or the ranked categorisation of factors 

driving consumer purchase intention and purchase of organic food. In this regard, 

categorisation of the motivational factors is organised according to the concepts of 

information economics theory, namely, credence, search, and experience product attributes. 

Although the concept of credence attributes of organic food has received some attention in 

the organic literature (Janssen & Hamm, 2012; Lee & Hwang, 2016; Pedersen et al., 2018a), 

application of all three concepts of information economics theory has been sparse and none of 
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the studies has contrasted the three concepts (credence, search, and experience). This thesis 

extends the application of information economics theory in the context of organic food 

purchase. The current study argues that, in the credence market, although search and 

experience attributes contribute to consumer purchase decisions, the credence attribute is the 

most prominent factor in consumer purchase decision making and, ultimately, is the one that 

drives the market. The theoretical and practical implications of these findings contribute to 

the understanding of the factors motivating organic food purchase, consequently highlighting 

the marketing strategies to promote the purchase of organic food. Theoretically, this study 

takes the organic food purchase literature in a new direction towards credence attributes, 

particularly when contrasted with search and experience attributes of organic food. 

Furthermore, the current study contributes to cue utilisation theory by showing its 

relevance to rationalising consumer purchase decisions. Examining and predicting consumer 

choice of organic brands based on product attributes, this study extends the application of cue 

utilisation theory within the organic food purchase domain. The theoretical development, 

supported by the findings of this study, suggests that in the absence of internal cues, 

consumers rely heavily on external cues. This insight contributes to the organic food purchase 

literature by providing empirical evidence supporting the role of country of origin and local 

production in purchase decisions. 

Second, this thesis adds insights to the literature of consumer purchase of organic food 

by examining how well consumers understand the meaning of the word ‘organic’. It has been 

noted in the literature that consumers confuse ‘organic’ with terms such as ‘natural’ or ‘fair 

trade’ (Abrams, Meyers, & Irani, 2010; Rousseau, 2015). Such confusions may jeopardise 

further growth in the organic food market. In the light of discovered differences between 
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consumer understanding of the term and definitions by policymakers, the current study 

contributes to the understanding of the gap that exists in communication between these two 

major stakeholders of the organic food market. This is the first study to contrast the 

definitions by consumers and policymakers in the organic food context. In picking up on the 

communicational gap between policymakers and consumers, a key theoretical point advanced 

in this study was that the information asymmetry in the credence goods market, as suggested 

by the information economics theory, is facilitated by the miscommunication between 

stakeholders, and not the nature of the market alone. By failing to express the meaning of the 

term ‘organic’ to the general public, policymakers contribute to consumers’ low level of 

understanding of the word and concept ‘organic’. Thus, this study enriches the theory by 

demonstrating the particular gaps in communication that have contributed to the information 

asymmetry.  

Third, this thesis makes a contribution to the literature by advancing knowledge of the 

factors motivating consumer purchase of organic food. While examining the factors driving 

consumer purchase of organic food, previous studies focused on selected factors, whereas, 

this study aggregates the factors identified in the literature and establishes which of these 

factors have the most impact on consumer purchase of organic food. This is the first study to 

conduct a meta-analytical systematic review of the factors affecting consumer purchase 

intentions and purchase behaviour on a large scale without restricting the selection of factors 

to a specific theory. Moreover, this thesis contributes to consumer behaviour and organic 

food purchase literature by providing insights into the role of product attributes in consumers’ 

choice of organic brands. The findings are especially applicable to an emerging field of 

research on retailer-owned private label brands of organic food. 
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The findings propose that, in the context of organic food, consumers’ purchase decisions 

are more affected by credence attributes, such as perceptions of the benefits associated with 

the purchase of organic food related to health, safety, nutrition, quality, environment, animal 

welfare, and production practices. Furthermore, the study provides empirical evidence for 

consumers’ purchase decisions being favourably affected by local origin of the food. As such, 

this thesis extends the boundaries of current theory on the factors stimulating consumer 

purchase of organic food by providing more in-depth understanding of the triggers of 

consumer purchase and highlights the specific product attributes that contribute to consumer 

purchase-decision making. The findings of this thesis hold important implications for the 

growing number of organic food retailers by offering guidance regarding triggers that can 

improve marketing and communication strategies around organic products and brands 

through informed decisions on product attributes. 

7.4 Limitations and future research 

Although this research provides an insight into the determinants of consumer purchase of 

organic food, the findings have specific limitations that need to be acknowledged, and which 

also open avenues for future studies. While efforts were made to ensure that the conceptual 

and methodological aspects of the three papers were as precise as possible, certain constraints 

need to be taken into account when assessing the outcomes of its findings and implications. 

First, the two types of literature review conducted using 1) content analysis of consumer 

understanding and knowledge of the term ‘organic’ (Paper One) and 2) meta-analysis of 

factors driving purchase of organic food (Paper Two) were both from a limited set of studies. 

As a retrospective technique, both reviews provide a snapshot overview in time. Therefore, 
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with the expansion of this field of research, both types of literature review can be updated. 

Moreover, future research may extend the findings of meta-analysis by undertaking meta-

analytic and meta-regression studies conforming to a specific theory, such as the theory of 

planned behaviour or value-belief-norm theory. 

Second, as a starting point for studying consumer purchase of organic brands (Paper 

Three), the study was conducted in Australia using brands known to local consumers. Future 

research may extend the findings of this study to a variety of retailer-owned private label 

brands and national manufacturer brands of organic food. In addition, future research may 

extend the scope to countries at different levels of private label penetration and organic food 

adoption, and at different states of competition among organic food retailers. 

7.5 Conclusion 

With the growth of the organic food market, the types of organic products and the way 

they are marketed continue to change. Despite growing academic attention in the area of 

study of organic food purchase, there is still limited understanding of consumer choice and 

purchase of organic products and brands. Considering that segments of organic food continue 

to expand, and the variety of organic labels and brands continues to grow, it is important to 

develop an understanding of the factors that drive consumer purchase of these products and 

brands. From a consumer research point of view, we still know little about why consumers 

purchase organic food and how they make these purchase decisions. 

The inconclusiveness of the literature lies in the following three domains. First, there is a 

lack of theoretical and empirical clarity on the extent of consumer knowledge about organic 

food. Second, given the comprehensive spectrum of reasons that motivate consumers to 
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purchase organic food, there is little consensus or synthesis on which factors drive purchase 

decisions. Third, previous literature provides evidence that an organic label is significantly 

associated with added value for the retailer brand; however, which factors contribute to the 

success of organic retailer brand is still unclear. To target potential consumers of organic 

food, insight into the extent of consumer knowledge related to organic and the prevailing 

factors of consumer purchase is instrumental. Without understanding which of the factors 

affect consumer purchase decision making more than others, it is difficult to design targeted 

marketing communications to retain organic consumers and capture potential consumers. 

In addressing the aforementioned challenges, this thesis examines factors that trigger the 

purchase of organic food. Furthermore, the extent to which consumers understand what 

‘organic’ means, as well as the product-level factors affecting the choice of organic brands, 

are also examined. 

To answer the research questions and achieve the research aims, this thesis developed 

three studies to gain conceptual insights. By theorising and validating the conceptual 

framework of the relationships of this thesis outlined in Figure 1.2, this research contributes 

significantly to the theory and practice of consumer purchase decision making in the context 

of organic food. This research provides insights into consumer understanding of the term 

‘organic’, which further contributes to the communication between market stakeholders by 

highlighting the areas of miscommunication. This research also advances knowledge of the 

factors that stimulate consumer purchase behaviour towards organic food products and 

brands. Examining product attributes provides new insights into the rationale behind 

consumer choice of organic food products and brands. The findings of this research extend 

the application of the theory of reasoned action, information economics theory, and cue 
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utilisation theory in the context of organic food purchase. Overall, by examining consumer 

perceptions of organic food, this research provides evidence that the perceived benefits of 

organic food consumption are the main motivators driving the purchase of organic food. 
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