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Abstract

Our interest was to analyse families with young children (3-6 years) to understand their consumption patterns of organic foods. To understand the influence of children on organic food consumption, as well as the role and impact of kindergarten, we studied the attitudes, habits and behaviour of 24 mothers and one couple through qualitative interviews. We found that children positively influence the consumption of organic food in the families, and that organic foods served in kindergartens is highly accepted by the parents. Five consumer types were identified based on the criteria of motivation, knowledge and economic aspects. Three conflict fields influencing the decision making process for organic food. Consumption of organic products is not a linear development process but can change in different life periods. 

Introduction

To date organic products are highly esteemed as healthy products. Factors like “quality of food” as well as “freshness of products” are main arguments in favour of organic products. Modern life-styles are therefore associated with the use of organic products. On the contrary, previous habits and additional efforts required for purchase and meal preparation are arguments against organic products. Income restrictions and the high prices of organic products are key arguments against organic food consumption (see BMLFUW, 2003: 68f). Nevertheless, persons with high income also follow other preferences. Health, especially of the children is an important argument for the use of organic products. It is apparent that parents prefer to buy organic food for their babies (see Oppermann 2001: 43). In public kindergartens in the city of Vienna, approximately 50% organic food is an obligatory part of lunch. However, our interest was to get a deeper understanding on how children in the home affect the consumption patterns of parents. We especially studied the influence of young children (3-6 years) on nutrition patterns in families and the status and significance of organic products in kindergartens. Additionally, we studied the factors influencing the private consumption of organic food (see Kannacher, 1982:2). 

Methods

In autumn 2006, a total of twenty-five qualitative interviews were done in Vienna (Austria) and its environs. Those interviewed were 24 mothers and one couple with children. Except one household, all consumed organic products in different intensities. First contacts with interview partners were at playgrounds and more were recruited with the snowball method. Most of the interviews were done in homes. For data collection, we used the morphologic interview (Fitzek 2000). Data analysis was done by coding the interviews based on the terms selected from literature, e.g. habits, attitudes, knowledge, motivation etc., following environmental psychology models e.g. from Ajzen & Fisbein (1977) (see also the following two paragraphs).  

Our general theoretical background is the description and reconstruction approach of morphologic psychology, which is used in the marketing and media-impact research (Fitzek 2000). The aim is to concentrate and structure all collected phenomena in the interviews, which are linked with the influence of young children on the decision making process, for or against the consumption of organic food in their families. Finally, these conscious and unconscious everyday life correlations are reconstructed in different models. (1) Our first interest was, if there is a relationship between home consumption patterns and the acceptance of organic food in kindergarten. (2) Based on a modified definition of attitude, which is a result of motivation, economy and cognitive object assessment (Kroeber-Riel & Weinberg 2003), we classified consumer types. Attitudes are the result of consolidated and memorized opinions (Kotler & Bliemel 2001: 348). They influence the behaviour only if the consumer is cognitively involved. (3) In addition, we investigated, if there is a main factor influencing the decision making process, regardless of the attitude and intensity with which people actually consume organic food. (4) Following the morphologic approach, we used figurations, in our case, tension fields between two different positions for decision-making concerning the purchase of organic products. (5) Finally we studied if the consumption of organic products is a linear and irreversible process or an attitude which vary under different situations in daily life.

Results and discussion

The age of interviewed persons was between 28 and 43. Net-income was between € 1,000,- to € 4,000,- per month. The education level of the mothers in this group was generally high. Families with two children were predominant. 

Result 1: Acceptance of organic products in kindergartens

The kindergarten meals were evaluated from “very awful“ to “balanced and appropriate for children“. The opinions were always linked with the attitudes and habits within the family household. Critical comments on organic products in the kindergartens were accompanied by a lower consumption of organic products at home. Nevertheless, there was a high acceptance on 50% organic food in kindergarten and the response on a future 100% organic food in kindergarten was always positive. 

Result 2: Attitude between motivation, economy and knowledge of organic food

In contrast to a general acceptance of organic foods in kindergartens, home consumption was a diverse mixture of part-time bio-product consumption. We identified five types, based on the criteria of motivation, knowledge as well as economic arguments.

Type 1: nearly always Bio-consumers: Nutrition is given a high priority; that organic are best for the children, own health and the environment. The knowledge on organic products is high. 
Type 2: often Bio-consumers: Following the motivation of type 1; they have high income, but also prefer conventional products from supermarkets.
Type 3: sometimes Bio-consumers: This type favour bio-products, but are less informed and less motivated. If the price is not too high and if there is an occasion, they chose organic products.
Type 4: sometimes Bio-consumer for selected products: Type 4 also favour bio-products, but the information is limited, and they purchase sometimes only selected bio-products. 
Type 5: sometimes one-product Bio-consumer: They are open for bio, but their information is very limited, they are constrained by the budget and therefore they buy a bio-product once in a while.

Result  3: Children as the driving factor 

In most cases, the impulse to purchase organic products, leading to increased home consumption was influenced by children. Following a child-birth experience, mothers changed their feeding patterns, using more organic products in their daily menu and mostly for the whole family. The most quoted argument for organic products is the need to secure the health of children. Besides that, concrete health problems of their own children or of other family members led to an increased consumption of organic products. „Ohne Kinder wäre Bio noch nicht so wichtig”, which means “without children, organic would not be so important.“ (23)

Result 4: Tension fields in the decision making process

The decision making process for purchasing organic food is often accompanied by conflicts between different motivations, knowledge and economic potentials. 

We identified three tension fields:

· High resolutions to consume organic produce versus high challenge to transfer this resolution into practice (they do not really know how to do so)

· High expectations on organic food versus doubts or uncertainty concerning the quality of the products

· Organic products are preferred but it is difficult to realise this because of economic restrictions (there are other competing expenses)
To point it out, the consumers are in a situation to decide between offering best food for children, doubts in the quality and financial challenges. This can be described with the following three conflict types (see Scheuch, 2007: 55): (1) Appetence conflicts: there are more alternatives but only one to be choosen; (2) Aversions conflicts: where two or more alternatives are not favourable but for one is to decide and the questions is how to avoid negative consequences; (3) Ambivalence conflicts: any alternatives have desirable as well as undesirable attributes.

Result 5: Phases of live and influencing factors on the use of organic products

Attitudes are based on consolidated and memorized opinions. This is also in line with the theory on habits (Triandis 1977). Following this theoretical positions, we would conclude, that if consumers once decided for organic products, they will not change this habit in future. However, our results showed that changes in social settings does affect the use of organic products. An example is a one-time 100% bio-consumer, who reduced the consumption of organic products with a new partner; and after a break, the consumer increased to the old level and influenced the partner to adopt organic products. Also divorce, house building, holidays or other expensive activities influence the organic food consume patterns. „Es gibt Phasen, wo man mehr oder weniger darauf (auf Bio) schaut”, which means “ / there are situations in life, where other aspects than organic food are more important.“ (5)

The influence of life situations on consume patterns explains that the preference for organic products is a complex construction of decisions, but not a linear development process. This fact explains also, that consumer typologies only describe a stage of personal development, which cannot be generalized or predicted with precision. 

Conclusions

Kindergartens could be a place of first encounter to organic products for some parents. Therefore, it is obvious that private/ public organised educational institutes are able to influence consumer attitudes, especially if more knowledge is available. Also, young children provoke a (n) (re)orientation to organic food consumption and lead to modified consumption habits of the whole family. The decision making for or against organic farming is a complex process between firm convictions and a multitude of other preferences and challenges. In a multi-optional society (Gross 1994), consumer attitudes and behaviour is not a linear construct, the consumption habits are not always sustainable, because changes in life can modify them. From the scientific point of view, there is need to study families with elder children, to investigate if the trend of using organic products continues as the children grow, or whether other preferences led to a change of attitudes and behaviour. 
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