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Executive Summary

The CORE Organic pilot project ‘Farmer Consumer Partnerships’ aims at analysing and testing innovative
communication strategies of organic companies with respect to ethical values as a means of reconnecting
organic farmers and consumers against the varying cultural and behavioural backgrounds of consumers in
five European countries (AT, CH, DE, IT UK).

The previous work packages (WP1 and WP2) provided a selection of the most promising communication
arguments with respect to ethical values of organic food based on literature review and on the farmers’ or
farmers’ initiatives point of view. Based on this, the task is to narrow down the wide range of existing
arguments related to ethical values in organic food production. Therefore, the arguments were categorised
in a pragmatic way, taking into consideration the likely beneficiaries of these ethical activities and the expert
rating of research partners. The final selection included the three major categories of economic, social and
environmental concerns and, additionally, animal welfare as well as cultural issues. Finally, 14 ethical
arguments belonging to the following sub-dimensions were chosen: biodiversity, animal welfare, regional
production, fairness in relation to the farmer, care farming, social aspects of production, and the
preservation of cultural features. The aim of this work package was to confront consumers with these ethical
concerns and to identify the most promising communication attributes for further analyses within the next
work packages. It was to be determined which ethical information is most interesting for consumers in the
partner countries with respect to the purchase decision on organic food.

Chapter 2 concentrates on the theoretical perspective of information search within consumer behaviour.
Factors influencing extensiveness and content of information search are presented.

Chapter 3 is dedicated to the description of the methodological approach of the research within this research
step. For the analyses within this research, it was decided to use the Information Display Matrix (IDM). The
IDM is a process tracing method aiming at monitoring the cognitive processes underlying information search,
judgement and choice. The IDM was used to analyse the depth of information search regarding ethical
values of organic food and to identify those ethical attributes most relevant for decision making. The two-
dimensional matrix lists alternative product stimuli in columns, while product attributes are listed in rows.
Each cell contains concealed information about a product-related attribute, which has to be accessed one
after another by the subject in order to obtain the information (Jacoby et al. 1987, Miihlbacher and Kirchler
2003). The ethical attributes were tested with the product organic milk. The IDM was accompanied by a
questionnaire aiming at the validation of the results obtained by the IDM, at an explanation of the
information acquisition behaviour and at giving answers on the ‘real life’ information behaviour concerning
organic food. 240 organic milk buyers were interviewed face-to-face, in a computer assisted manner in the
five study countries.

Subject of chapter 4 is the description of the sample regarding socio-demographic indicators of participants
and ‘real life’ information and purchasing behaviour. Concerning the sources of information on organic food,
the results show that ‘articles in newspapers etc.” are preferred, followed by ‘conversation with family and
friends’ and ‘product packaging’. ‘Information by sales personnel” was frequently mentioned in Italy but
rarely in Switzerland and in the UK. ‘Reports on radio or TV’ seem to be less important in Italy than in all
other countries. When asked for the kind of information they had actively been looking for within the last
two months, ‘product origin” was mentioned most often, followed by information on ‘ingredients’. In
Switzerland and Germany, on the other hand, information on ‘organic certification” and ‘production and
processing methods’ was ranked higher than information on ‘ingredients’. In Italy, information on ‘product
quality’ was more frequently asked for than on ‘ingredients’ whereas in the UK, information on ‘food miles’ is
more important. Information on ‘prices’ seems to be much more important in Austria than in all the other
countries.

Chapter 5 concentrates on the depth and content of information search for ethical values of organic food
obtained by means of the IDM. On average, respondents spent 4:28 minutes for information search and
opened 34 information fields within the IDM. There are marked differences between the countries. Besides
socio-demographic factors like age and the level of education, attitudes regarding organic food consumption
could be identified to have an impact on the amount of information looked for preceding the product choice.
The importance of different attributes for the choice of the organic product was analysed via the share that
each attribute has in all firstly accessed attributes and via the frequency of accession of each attribute.
According to these indicators, the most important attributes are ‘animal welfare’, ‘regional production’ and
‘fair prices for farmers'. These attributes were followed by ‘product price’, indicating that consumers tend to
prefer cheaper products over ethical products with attributes like ‘care farming’, ‘social criteria of
production’, ‘protection of biodiversity’ and ‘cultural aspects’. There are only minor differences between the



countries in the order of the most important attributes. Only in Italy ‘product price’ seems to be more
important than ‘fair prices’ and ‘animal welfare’. Factors impacting on the preferred ethical concern are age,
gender, level of education and motives for organic consumption. Expected relationships between attitudes
towards organic consumption and the preferred ethical concern proved to be weak.

The choice decision shows that the cheaper organic product without any additional ethical values was
preferred by 6% of the respondents only. While in Germany 3% decided in favour of the cheaper product,
9% of the Austrian respondents chose the cheaper one. This result allows the conclusion that a large share
of consumers of organic food would be willing to pay a price premium for ethical products.

The report is completed by some concluding remarks (Chapter 6) pointing at the appropriateness of the IDM
for the task fulfilled but also its methodological limitations. The central result of the analyses of work
package 3 for the whole project is the identification of the most important ethical values from the
consumers’ point of view. However, there are still some open research questions, particularly as for the joint
effect of different variables on the respondents’ information behaviour. The corresponding analyses will take
place during the next months and will be published in scientific journals.



1 Introduction

1.1 Background

Globalisation and anonymity of trade with organic products are regarded as a problem by many organic
farmers and consumers in Europe. European organic farmers often fear competition with producers from
countries, in which production costs are much lower due to climatic conditions, lower costs of labour or land,
lower production standards, etc. Therefore, organic farmers are under pressure to find ways to decrease
their production costs in order to keep up with world-wide competition, either by realising economies of
scale through increased production or by lowering their individual production standards and serving the
organic mass market. Organic farmers and other suppliers such as manufacturers or traders who do not
make use of all possibilities to lower their production costs but offer ethical values instead, would face
competitive disadvantages and would probably disappear from the market in the end. On the other hand,
more and more consumers are discontented with the consequences of globalisation on organic food
provision: anonymous, uniform and replaceable organic food products, which are produced under unknown
social and environmental conditions. Various publications indicate that consumers are interested in ethical
values, that ethical consumerism is a growing trend worldwide and that moral responsibility is a relevant
buying motivation among various consumer groups (Newholm and Shaw 2007, Carrigan et al. 2004, Shaw
and Shiu 2003). There is sufficient evidence of ethical motives of organic food consumers like environmental
concerns, concerns about animal welfare, the support of the local economy as well as concerns for the well-
being of people involved in the production of organic food (Hughner et al. 2007, Torjusen et al. 2004,
Ozcaglar-Toulouse et al. 2006, Goig 2007). Organic consumers are characterised by a strong interest in
sensible social consumer behaviour (Zanoli et al. 2004, Spiller and Liith 2004, Sylvander and Francois 2006).
They want greater traceability and information about the conditions under which organic food from different
origins was produced and from where and how it was transported (energy use for food miles).

Several examples illustrate that consumers of organic food are willing to pay an additional price premium if
ethical values that go beyond the mere organic standards are added to organic products and if these values
are well communicated. Thus, information was found to be one of the obstacles to intended ethical buying
behaviour by consumers (Newholm and Shaw 2007). In the organic food sector, fair trade products from
developing countries and the direct support of small farmers’ initiatives in disadvantaged (mountainous)
areas are examples for successful communication of values (Zanoli et al. 2004, Schmid et al. 2004).
Recently, very successful “fair milk price” projects were initiated by organic dairy farmers in Germany and
Austria (Sobczak and Burchardi 2006, IG Milch 2006).

In order to structure the broad range of ethical values, which can be realised in organic farming, it is helpful
to use an extended approach based on the three elements of sustainability (see Padel and Gossinger 2008):

e Social issues such as fair, safe and equitable working conditions; ban on child labour and exploitation of
foreign workers; employment of disabled people; re-integration of drug addicts or delinquents;
Preservation of agricultural or manufacturing traditions.

e Environmental issues such as protection of natural resources, water, soil, biodiversity or climate;
conservation and enhancement of landscapes.

e Economic issues such as fair prices for organic farmers, manufacturers or retailers; long-term contracts
for smaller farms, processing or trading companies; support for enterprises in disadvantaged or
mountainous regions.

e Other issues such as cultural, religious or other spiritual convictions issues and the well-being of animals.

1.2 Aim of the whole research project

The overall objective of this research project is to analyse and to test innovative communication strategies of
organic companies as a means to reconnect organic farmers and consumers against the varying cultural and
behavioural backgrounds of consumers in five European countries. Many organic companies in Europe are
currently deliberating on how to differentiate their products and services from the global organic market.
The results of a comparison of different communication arguments in five European countries will provide a
valuable tool for organic farmers’ initiatives for their strategic positioning in the organic market. The results
will also be interesting for policy makers to gain a better understanding of the country-specific attitudes of
ethical consumers. This finally offers an insight into the challenges how to fulfil expectations for a
sustainable development of Europe.



The objectives are in detail:

(i) to identify successful initiatives in each partner country and to analyse their communication strategies
with the general public, with stakeholders and particularly with consumers in a case study approach;

(i) to test the most promising communication arguments in all partner countries with different methods;

(iii) to develop and test new generic communication strategies as a valuable tool for the strategic positioning
of farmers’ initiatives, following approaches to reconnect organic farmers and consumers.

1.3 Aim of the project part ‘Information search and decision making’

The outcome of the previous work packages (WP1 and WP2) was a selection of the most promising
communication arguments with respect to ethical values of organic food based on literature review and on
an analysis of arguments used by organic farmers’ and farmers’ initiatives. Organic production that considers
ethical values was called an ‘organicPlus’ activity, thus indicating the realisation of values beyond organic
farming standards. According to the definition, a promising argument had to refer to an ‘organicPlus’ activity
and had to be verifiable. The wide range of ‘organicPlus’ activities was categorised according to the
dimensions: economic, social, environmental, cultural concerns, concerns for animal welfare and aspects
focussing on the whole system (Padel and Géssinger 2008). Based on the outcome of WP1 and WP2, the
wide range of existing arguments related to ethical values in organic food production was to be narrowed
down. Therefore, the arguments were categorised in a pragmatic way, taking into consideration the likely
beneficiaries of such activities and the expert rating of research partners. The final selection included the
categories economic, social, environmental concerns and a fourth category containing cultural issues. Finally,
14 ethical arguments belonging in the following sub-dimensions were chosen: biodiversity, animal welfare,
regional production, fairness in relation to the farmer, care farming, social aspects of production, and the
preservation of cultural features (Table 1-1).

Table 1-1: Communication arguments to be tested by means of the IDM

Attribute Argument 1 Argument 2
Protection of biodiversity Protection of the diversity of wild plant Protection of traditional plant
and animal varieties on the farms varieties and traditional animal
breeds
Animal welfare When the animals are transported to Animal husbandry according to the
the slaughterhouse, they are animals' physical, physiological and

accompanied and looked after bya  behavioural needs
person they know in order to reduce
unnecessary stress.

Regional production Using regional supply chains to Support of the local economy
reduce food miles

Fair prices for farmers Of the total price for every litre of The farmers get fair prices that
milk, five cents are additionally paid allows them to secure their livelihood
to local farmers and future

Care farms Integration and participation of Providing support and work for
disabled people in the work place disadvantaged young people and

former convicts
(I'T: Support of people opposing
criminal structures like the Mafia)

Social aspects of production Support for family farms Good working conditions for farm
workers
Preservation of cultural features Revival of traditional artisan Preservation of the local cultural
processing methods landscape

Source: Padel and Gossinger (2008)

The aim of WP3 was to confront consumers with these ethical concerns and to identify the most promising
ethical concerns for further analyses within the next work packages. It was to be determined which
information is most interesting for consumers in the partner countries with respect to the purchase decision
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on organic food with ethical values. The seven ethical attributes and the corresponding arguments were
tested in WP3 by means of an Information Display Matrix (IDM). The analyses are expected to deliver results
at different levels.

a. Description of the actual information behaviour
o Where do organic consumers get their information from and
o Which kind of information are they looking for?

The answers of these questions will provide information on how and by which instrument ethical
values should be communicated to the consumer in order to develop product information material
within the next work packages.

b. Information acquisition behaviour

o To which extent do consumers acquire information on ethical values of organic food? (depth
of information search)

o Which attributes are most important within the information acquisition process for ethical
food? (content of information search)

c. What are the factors that determine consumers’ information acquisition behaviour?

10



2 Theory on information acquisition behaviour

Consumer behaviour is a very complex issue as there are many impacting factors. Some of them are
relatively easy to control and to measure, like demographic and socioeconomic factors and other factors
concerning e.g. the economic environment (prices, availability). The psychological components inherent in
consumers are classified in activating and cognitive processes. While activating processes are related to
internal motivations and tensions, cognitive processes determine information acquisition, processing and
storage. The cognitive level asks for information on price, quality, other product characteristics and
situational factors like familiarity with the product. The affective level contains emotional elements and social
values. The relations between activating and cognitive processes are rather manifold and difficult to separate
from each other (Kroeber-Riel and Weinberg 2003). This research concentrates on information acquisition
behaviour as part of cognitive processes, having in mind that activating processes also may have some
impact on information search.

Information search is part of the decision making process of consumers with respect to purchase decisions,
and can be described as the ‘process by which the consumer surveys his or her environment for appropriate
data to make a reasonable decision’ (Solomon et al. 2006:265). With respect to the extent of information
search, it is helpful to have a look on types of decision making processes. Decision making is described by
the two extremes of habitual decision making and extended problem solving. Habitual decision making is
characterised by a very scarce conscious effort. Minimised time and energy spent on decision making can be
found predominantly with frequently purchased products. Extended problem solving on the other hand is the
case when e.g. decisions on rarely bought goods going along with high risk are to be made. The majority of
decisions are somewhere between the two extremes of habitual and extended decision making and are thus
called limited problem solving strategies (see e.g. Solomon et al. 2006). Table 2-1 summarises some of the
main characteristics of limited and extensive problem solving processes.

Decisions on food products are every day life decisions and practices. They are seen as an example for a
limited problem solving process in which consumers employ simple decision rules based on passive
information search rather than actively processed information (Solomon et al. 2006). Although this fact
restricts the existence of the ‘active ethically conscious food consumer’, experiences and observations of
consumer behaviour with respect to ethical values in organic food contradict to this perspective (e.qg.
Sobczak and Burchardi 2006, IG Milch 2006).

Table 2-1: Characteristics of limited and extended problem solving

Limited problem solving Extended problem solving
Motivation Low risk and involvement High risk and involvement
Information search Little search Extensive search
Information processed passively Information processed actively
In-store decision likely Multiple sources consulted prior to store visits
Alternative evaluation Weakly held beliefs Strongly held beliefs
Only most prominent criteria used Many criteria used
Alternatives perceived as basically Significant differences perceived among
similar alternatives
Non-compensatory strategy used Compensatory strategies used
Purchase Limited shopping time; may prefer Many outlets shopped if needed
self-service Communication with store personnel often
Choice often influenced by store desirable
displays

Source: Solomon et al. (2006)

The extent of the information search activity depends on the importance of the purchase decision, the
availability of information and the difficulty of information search. Additional determinants of information
search and acquisition are the subjective relevance of the purchase decision, the expected benefit of the
information search, the subjective risk of purchase, the complexity of the product, attitudes towards
shopping, experiences from former decisions (knowledge), priority of decision and involvement (Foscht and
Swoboda 2004). Involvement is understood as a hypothetical construct defining a status of activity towards
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an object and is described as the degree of activation for information search, acquisition, processing and
storage (Trommsdorf 2004). An ‘object’ can be a product (or a brand), an advertisement or a purchase
situation (Solomon et al. 2006). In explaining consumer behaviour, the concept of involvement becomes
more and more important (Mittal and Lee 1989). Generally, food products, grocery products and other
products of daily consumption are assumed to be of medium to low involvement (Zaichkowski 1985; Knox et
al. 1994). Higher involvement results in a higher cognitive effort in information seeking and in a higher
likelihood of systematic decision making. The degree of involvement therefore determines the amount of
product information the consumer will search for (Fischer and van der Wal 2007, Beatty and Smith 1987,
Knox et al. 1994).

Solomon et al. (2006) state that people with little knowledge and people with good knowledge search less
information than others. While in the first case people might not even know where to start with information
search, persons well familiar with a product will know exactly which information to select in order to come to
a decision. Most information is acquired by people that are moderately familiar with a product.

Information search regarding content is even more complex and more difficult to structure, since it is highly
dependent on personal values and attitudes and thus on the perceived need to be (better) informed.
Assuming the consumer to act in a rational and efficient manner, information search focuses on that kind of
information relevant for decision making. Following the economic principle of decreasing marginal utility,
most valuable information is collected first (Foscht and Swoboda 2004). Information is searched for until the
marginal utility exceeds the marginal costs of information search (Foscht and Swoboda 2004, Solomon et al.
2006). Thus, earlier and more frequently acquired information has a higher impact on decision making than
information asked for later or less frequently (Aschemann and Hamm 2008; Hofacker 1985 cited in
Schopphoven 1996).

12



3 Survey as methodological approach

The surveys were conducted between May and July 2008 in the study countries Austria (AT), Switzerland
(CH), Germany (DE), Italy (IT) and the United Kingdom (UK). Participants were acquired and interviewed at
the point of sale. The survey locations or the types of shops were selected according to their share in the
national organic market in each country. Since only organic consumers were to be interviewed, the shops
where the interviews took place had to have a relatively high share of organic consumers in order to have a
higher chance to meet organic consumers for the interviews in an appropriate period of time. This procedure
was necessary to control survey costs. Nevertheless, it overestimates the importance of organic shops and
organic supermarkets. The share of interviews in different shop types is listed in Table 3-1.

Table 3-1: Interview places in the study countries

ALL AT CH DE IT UK

N=1192  N=240 N=239 N=240 N=233 N=240
Organic food shops 39.6 20.0 20.5 50.0 63.1 45.0
Conventional supermarkets 60.4 80.0 79.5 50.0 36.9 55.0

The acquisition of participants was done at random and no quotas had to be met. The interviewers were
requested to approach every second person passing after having completed the previous interview.
Participants had to be more than 18 years old, purchase organic products more than once a month and
needed to be buyers of organic milk. The computer assisted survey was conducted in each participating
country with approximately 240 consumers in urban and rural regions. The software was provided for the
partners in English and German language. Both versions were checked by partners and corrected when
necessary. The Italian translation was provided by the Italian partner in close collaboration with the partner
from the University of Kassel. The software was tested by a pre-test in all countries and adjustments took
place. Guidelines were developed for the pre-test and adjusted guidelines for the main survey in order to
grant a common understanding and an interview procedure as similar as possible in all research countries.
The duration of the interviews was on average 20 to 30 minutes with some extremes of 40 minutes.

The survey consisted of three main parts: The IDM was positioned in the centre of the exercise. The
accompanying questionnaire was divided into two parts, one preceding and one following the IDM.

3.1 Information-Display-Matrix

The Information-Display-Matrix (IDM) is one among several methods for analysing information acquisition
behaviour. The IDM is a process tracing method aiming at monitoring the cognitive processes underlying
information search, judgement and choice. The two-dimensional matrix lists alternative product stimuli in
columns, while product attributes are listed in rows. Each cell contains concealed information about a
product-related attribute, which has to be accessed one after another by the subject in order to obtain the
information (Jacoby et al. 1987, Mihlbacher and Kirchler 2003).

The method enables a detailed analysis of cognitive processes within decision making. A variety of measures
exist on the kind, sequence and amount of information sought as well as the duration and structure of the
information acquisition phase preceding choice and decision. That way, relevant product-related criteria and
their relative importance for the purchase decision can be identified (Jasper and Shapiro 2002). The three
main objectives for the identification of processes related with information acquisition and search are:

e Evaluation and extension of decision-making theories (e.g. analysis of individual decision behaviour with
respect of compensatory or non-compensatory preferences)

o Identification of variables that affect decision-making and individual differences in it

e Comprehension of decision making processes in practice (this can be helpful in designing decision aids,
such as labels on products or packages and assistance in policy making (Jasper and Shapiro 2002).

The main advantage of the IDM compared to a direct inquiry of respondents is the higher precision of results
concerning the decision making process, since information acquisition might not be consciously controlled or
not properly reported. An important reason not to report the information acquisition process properly might
be the social desirability of answers (Kroeber-Riel and Weinberg 2003).
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The measures obtainable by an IDM are (Schopphoven 1996):
a) the amount or depth of information accessed from the available information. Indicators are:

the total number of information items accessed

the amount of accessed information

the number of options or attributes considered

the amount of options or attributes considered

the decision time and the average time spent per acquisition

size of the sub-matrix (number of alternatives by number of attributes considered)

b) content measures which analyse the kind of information that was acquired and the options that were
chosen:

the relative frequency with which a given option or attribute was accessed
the relative time spent on each attribute or action

the share of subjects considering a given option or attribute

the relative importance of each attribute assessed through attribute values
the relative frequency of chosen options.

c) the sequence measures which refer to the structure of the information search and the underlying
decision heuristics:

o the identification of different types of information search regarding the structure (e.g. by product, by
attribute)
e the share of the different types of information search.

There are some limitations of the IDM-method, namely the over-rationalisation of decision behaviour and the
presentation of more information than in real decision making situations. This implies a higher cognitive
effort for the test person than in usual purchase decisions. However, the question on the information
relevant for decision making cannot be answered directly by the IDM (Kroeber-Riel and Weinberg 2003,
Muehlbacher and Kirchler 2003). Instead, assumptions based on economic efficiency of consumer behaviour
have to be used to develop hypotheses on the information that is relevant for the purchase decision (see
above).

3.2 Information-Display-Matrix in this research

In this research, the IDM was used to track the information search regarding ethical values of organic food
and to identify the information on ethical values relevant for decision making. The ethical values were tested
for the product organic milk. The ethical attributes and corresponding arguments to be tested can be found
in Table 1-1 of Chapter 1. The selection of attributes and arguments was the outcome of a literature review,
a survey among organic farmers or representatives of farmers’ initiatives and extensive discussions among
the project partners during project meetings as well as telephone conferences. It was decided to have eight
attributes distributed on seven hypothetical products (1 litre of organic milk each). The number of rows was
defined by the number of attributes to be tested. The number of different products resulted from the
necessity of having one repetition for each argument in different products.

The ethical attributes were assigned at random to six of the seven products (Table 3-2). For the use within
the IDM, product price was added to the list of attributes. The seventh product was defined without any
additional ethical value but at a lower price, namely 1.00€ per litre of organic milk, compared to 1.20€ for all
other products with ethical attributes, irrespective of the kind. In deciding on the number of products, there
was a trade-off between the size of the matrix and the number of arguments on one product. There were
also information fields without any available information, indicating that the product was without any of the
ethical values to be tested within this research step.
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Table 3-2: Distribution of ethical attributes and low product price on organic milk (Product A-G)

Attributes Product A ProductB ProductC ProductD ProductE ProductF ProductG
Regional production X X X X

Animal welfare X X X X

Protection of biodiversity X X X X

Fair prices for farmers X X X X

Social criteria of production X X X X

Care farming X X X X

Preservation of cultural features X X X X

Low price X

Figure 3-1 shows the implementation of the theoretical concept of the IDM into the survey software. At the
outset of the IDM, all information fields were closed and the information thus concealed. The columns
(stimuli) and the rows (attributes) were rotated within the same category in order to avoid any order biases.

Figure 3-1: The Information-Display-Matrix (1)
Organic milk

Organic milk E Organic milk B Organic milk G Organic milk A Organic milk C Organic milk F Organic milk D

Care Farming
Support of disadvariaged people

Social aspects of production

Fair prices
Fair prices for farme-s

Price

Product price
Regional production
Animal welfare

Protection of biodiversity

Culture
Preservation of cultural festures

By clicking on the ernpty fields vou can see the informationen for the various products = __J
Once decided for 3 product pleage click on the header ofthe selected product. =

Respondents could open various information fields one after the other according to their individual
preferences and interests (Figure 3-2). The number of fields to be opened was not limited and repeated
opening of the same field was possible as well. Once opened fields changed colour after closing. In order to
help the test persons not to get lost in the rather large matrix they were offered the possibility to mark
interesting information fields. These fields got another (third) colour after closing.
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Figure 3-2: The Information-Display-Matrix (2)

Organic milk
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Once the respondents had come to a purchase decision they had to click the header of the selected product.
The software then confirmed their choice by asking the respondents if they really wanted to buy the selected
product (Figure 3-3). With this virtual final purchase decision, the IDM exercise stopped and the decision
time measurement ended.

Figure 3-3: The Information-Display-Matrix (3)
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