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Abstract

Consumer narratives drawing on life history, events and influences are used to explain evolving consumer behaviour with regard to purchasing and consumption of organic products. Triangulated qualitative interviews, involving 54 principal participants in major and average sized cities in Denmark, the UK and Italy form the empirical basis of the study, combined with shopping trip observation and supplementary interviews. The research uses Gardner’s (2004) concept of ‘change of mind’ as a starting point for analysis. While cultural and geographical contexts vary across countries, a key finding is that consumer behaviour co-evolves with market development. The study concludes that potential future marketing strategies must distinguish carefully between strongly committed and occasional consumers of organic products.
Introduction 

The development of the organic market in Europe has been rapid, but consumption of organic products remains relatively small as a share of overall food purchases (Dimitri and Oberholtzer, 2005; IFOAM, 2006), and may either be close to saturation or capable of more growth. Midmore et al. (2005) review the literature on consumer attitudes to organic food. However, little is currently known about the development of these attitudes over time, and understanding the likely development of future patterns of demand for organic products is difficult to achieve using conventional methods.
In this paper we report initial results of part of the QLIF project
 (WP1.2.2) investigating reported buying behaviour of organic and other consumers. Our focus on narratives that describe the development of buying habits allows us to identify and extrapolate potential trends with reference to future demand. We describe in-depth interviews and direct ethnographic observation which allow us to explore Gardner’s (2004) concept of a ‘changing minds’. His approach suggests that when someone undergoes a change of mind, this process usually involves concepts, stories, theories and skills. Our analysis identifies these elements in consumer narratives, helping to obtain deeper knowledge and understanding of consumption patterns. Gardner distinguishes seven ‘levers’ that may influence a change of mind: reasons (assessment of relevant factors), research (procurement of relevant data), resonance (the affective component), re-descriptions (mutually reinforcing images of what will result from the change), resources and rewards (perceived cost-benefit relationship), real world events (in households, markets, etc.), and resistances (to change). Dick and Basu (1994) have explored product loyalty, as repeated patronage, and identified three indicators of loyalty: the likelihood that the consumer will search for alternatives, resistance to counter-persuasion, and word-of-mouth recommendation to others. Their contribution has also inspired our design and analysis. 
Materials and methods
The reported buying behaviour of organic consumers and its dynamics have been investigated using a comparative analysis of qualitative interview data collected in Denmark, Great Britain, and Italy. The study design called for the collection of a broad range of ethnographic data in each country, in the form of detailed case studies of principal participants with varying degrees of commitment to purchasing organic food products. The major focus, biographical accounts of trajectories of food purchases and food consumption in the household, details events that have influenced decisions. Validation of core interviews comes from use of triangulating perspectives. Each case includes an additional interview with a close family member or friend. Accompanied shopping trips were undertaken and video-recorded, and some shopkeepers were also interviewed. 
Participants, all of whom were mainly or jointly responsible for shopping and food preparation in their household, were recruited on the basis of a purposive quota sample. The sample in each country included three subgroups: 'regular', occasional' and non-users of organic food products. Half were from a large city (the capital in the UK and Denmark, Turin in Italy) and half from an average size city. At least two cases in each national sample were drawn from households comprising singles, young couples without children, families with younger children, and older couples, whose children no longer lived at home. A minimum inclusion of male participants was also imposed.
Semi-structured question guides were prepared for the interviews and shopping trip. Questions to the principal interviewee covered life history events and how these had influenced shopping and meal preparation; the first encounter with organic foods; probing why organic foods are bought, and whether there have been any changes in motivation. Following the shopping trip, participants were asked to explain their choices and also to discuss their substitution strategies if sought for products had not been available. Shopkeeper and ‘significant other’ interviews were designed to assess and complement the primary qualitative material. Interviews were recorded, transcribed, coded, and analysed using interpretive procedures.
Results 
Clear variations emerge from comparison between the three countries. Italian consumers, in a context of rather more recent industrialisation and urbanisation, give strong approval to traditional meals and cooking, with the influence of childhood meals and grandparents’ cooking styles strongly favoured.  In contrast, the traditional Danish meal of meat, potatoes, brown gravy and cooked vegetables is referred to by participants as a means of positioning themselves as traditional or modern consumers. Regular consumers of organic food in Denmark generally reject this tradition as being unhealthy, dull, and boring. Organic food, combined with cosmopolitan cookery, is seen as providing interest as well as health, wellbeing and environmental responsibility. In Italy, organic consumers place more emphasis on intrinsic food quality cues than do non-users, who see food preparation as the main driver of meal quality. In the UK, vegetarianism appears among regular organic consumers as natural and wholesome, corresponding to desires to be in tune with the earth and to follow patterns of nature. While regular consumers in Denmark have confidence in the organic foods available in some supermarkets, British regular consumers tend to be more suspicious of supermarkets in general. In Italy, regular consumers use a range of outlets to seek preferred products, sometimes opting for uncertified but trusted locally produced items such as cheeses, fruit and vegetables. A tendency to frequent a range of outlets, including specialty stores, is found among regular consumers in all three countries. 
Almost universally, the initial encounter with organic food is not recalled in any detail. For most regular users, it has become an integral part of their lifestyle, a change of mind and habits characterised by a gradual evolution alongside increasing market availability. In terms of lifecycle, as young adults form new households, new food habits form, including experimentation with international cuisines. 

For some few Danish and UK participants, life-events influencing organic choice include childbirth. Contrastingly in Italy, while changes in household composition are reflected in patterns of shopping, eating and cooking habits, they are not seen as significant for regular users, but as confirming attitudes towards healthy and quality food. Health problems trigger changes in the food habits of some households. Couple households involve reciprocal influences, sometimes with partners dominant in food sourcing and preparation taking the lead and influencing choices. Increased income also allows greater access to organic purchasing, such that the transition to financial independence is an important point for changes in food consumption.

Observation of shopping trips provided opportunities to discuss loyalty and substitution strategies. Some UK committed consumers try to buy only organic foods, while partially committed seek priority products such as organic meat and dairy products.  However, narratives in most cases suggest that convenience drives the strategies adopted. Regular Danish organic consumers can be divided into the thrifty (seeking value for money) and quality orientated (deliberately choosing particular supermarkets or specialty shops). Some of the former describe how practical constraints play a role in substitution strategies while shopping, particularly with reference to saving time. In Italy, regular users’ loyalty is mainly influenced by availability, and substitution mainly regards fruit and vegetables, which are often purchased from local, conventional sources.
The gradual changes of mind with respect to organic foods that emerges from the narratives of regular consumers, regard tendencies to assess organic food from the viewpoint of such values as health and environmental sustainability. A concern with animal welfare and other ethical issues is also stressed by many British and Danish consumers. While some regular users are prepared to expend considerable time and effort to obtain the products they want, the extent to which purchases are actually made appears to be strongly dependent upon the availability of products and satisfaction with quality characteristics, as perceived and experienced. 
Discussion 

Our expectation was that the development of a mindset that is positively oriented towards organic food products would lead to changes in shopping habits. While the value-based and experience-based rewards associated with organic products are central to this mindset, it is clear that real world events in the marketplace have strongly influenced habit-formation. One pattern which emerges strongly in the UK, and reflected elsewhere, is that the purchasing pattern of many regular users far exceeds the threshold we had established for recruitment to this subgroup. It is also clear that this subgroup is strongly motivated by value-based rewards with reference to environmental and ethical issues. Commitment in other subgroups is weaker or absent, and strongly influenced by a need to obtain value for money. It also appears that, as consumer awareness and markets co-evolve, behaviour changes across all phases of the lifecycle. Some life cycle events do underlie changing food habits, but more often they reinforce decisions that have been taken on considered reflection about food, health and the environment. Mindsets with reference to organic food tend to change gradually, without abrupt ‘moments of enlightenment’.  

Conclusions
Comparative analysis of national findings is currently in progress. It is however already clear that far from being niche products, organic foods have become ubiquitous, and are interwoven into a variety of consumer lifestyles. It would seem likely that differentiated distribution and marketing strategies are called for that can meet the needs of highly committed organic consumers, but at the same time address scope for growth among the partially committed. There is evidence that the value-based rewards associated with organic foods are particularly important to the former subgroup, while experience-based rewards with reference to quality are important to both regular and occasional users. Price differences between conventional and organic products are perceived as having been reduced over time and wider ranges of product categories are currently demanded. Major barriers to increasing demand appear to affect the supply side, rather than consumers. A strategy focused on the development and supply of standard products, produced at relatively low prices, to discount and other retailers might appeal to those who regularly buy organic products and who exhibit a strongly thrifty orientation in their shopping habits. Yet this would fail to meet the demands of dedicated regular users, and perhaps also some other regular users. 
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