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Abstract

Fair-trade has grown into a noteworthy market segment. As a result, an increasing number of market players have emerged, each trying to communicate their own focal point in criteria and standards. However, the relative relevance of different criteria for the consumer remains unclear. This study explores the assessment of criteria in the choice of the most important fair-trade product, coffee, by tracing the information acquisition behaviour using an Information Display Matrix method. Special focus is given to organic production. Results serve as recommendations for those involved in the development of the organic fair-trade market. 

Introduction
Embedded in a broader trend of demands for additional characteristics of products, there is a trend toward so-called ‘ethical consumerism’ (Carrigan et al. 2004, p. 401ff.). ‘Fair’ (see EFTA 2006 for a definition) and ‘organic’ principles of production are increasingly used jointly on this account, as reflected by the fact, for example, that. 64% of the products labelled ‘Transfair’, the leading seal for fair-trade products in Germany, already also bear the organic seal (TransFair e.V./Rugmark 2006, p. 7). A deeper understanding of the fair-trade market and its consumers is therefore of importance for organic market players. Since the beginning of the fair-trade movement, many fair-trade initiatives have been established, and in their wake a high number of criteria and standards have been formulated concerning the production of goods. Each market player has a different focal point and chooses a different way of communicating and phrasing the product-related information. Thus, the search for information and the purchasing decision are complicated for the consumer (Lübke and Abel, 2005, p. 562f.). The relative relevance of different criteria in the eyes of the consumer, and the phrasing they prefer, have not yet been sufficiently examined. This study aims at resolving these questions with regard to fair-trade coffee by means of the Information Display Matrix method (IDM). 

Materials and methods
The IDM is a tool for research in consumer information and decision-making behaviour that is used to identify the cognitive processes underlying search, judgement, and choice. The method enables the detailed analysis of the kind, sequence, and amount of information sought, as well as the duration and structure of the information acquisition phase. Relevant product-related criteria and their relative importance for the purchase decision can be identified. This is done based on the scientifically substantiated assumption that earlier and more frequently acquired information is more important for the choice than information acquired at a later stage and less frequently (Mühlbacher and Kirchler 2003, p. 147ff.; Jasper and Shapiro 2002, 
p. 364ff.). The IDM method came into use in the 1980s but since then its value and opportunities have been greatly enhanced by personal computers (Jacoby et al. 1987). Previous studies of fair-trade consumers mostly used standardised questionnaires with choice proportions and ratings or Conjoint Analysis (Ottowitz 1997; De Pelsmacker et al. 2005). The advantage of an IDM is that the test subjects do not immediately realise the objective of the survey and that they interact just with the computer. In this sense the answers are less biased by social desirability or an interviewer effect.

In an IDM, the information is presented in the form of a matrix with the product attributes given on the vertical axes and the alternative product stimuli on the horizontal axis. The varying attributes corresponding to the respective product stimuli are hidden in blank fields. If the person clicks on a field, the information appears in a pop-up. Only one field at a time can be opened. As the test person explores the matrix, s/he obtains the information needed for her/his purchase decision in order to decide on one of the alternative product stimuli. The computer programme records every step of the information acquisition phase and the choice itself. This is linked with the data gathered by a subsequent questionnaire and stored under a randomly assigned number for each individual. 

For our study, 150 consumers were interviewed in two German cities. The sample consisted of 90 supermarket customers and 60 customers of so-called ‘one-world’ shops, interviewed at the point of sale. The alternative product stimuli were standardised in package size and type and continent of origin. All 500 g packages of Latin-American coffee were fair-traded. The stimuli varied in six attributes, which are: ‘product price’, ‘production system’ (conventional/organic), ‘environmental standards’ in the coffee production, ‘price premium’ as a benefit to the coffee producers (the ‘fair component of price’), ‘origin’ of the product (with regard to geographical region or kind of producer organisation), and ‘child protection’ in the coffee production stage. The order of the alternative product stimuli and attributes was randomised to avoid sequence effects. In addition to the computerised IDM, the test subjects took part in a short face-to-face interview. The interview helps in understanding the results of the information acquisition behaviour and choice against each individual’s background. 
Results
Three measures were used to explain the information acquisition behaviour of consumers and their product choice. In the following, main results of the survey are presented. The number of * indicates the level significance (p = p ≤ 0.1; * = p ≤ 0.05; ** = p ≤ 0.01; *** = p ≤ 0.001).
The ‘importance’ of an attribute is operationalised through three indicating variables: 1) first accession incident being a field showing details about this attribute; 2) total number of accession incidents per attribute; and 3) number of repeated accession incidents per attribute. All three variables indicate that persons in the total sample expressed a significantly different importance for the attributes (Cochran Q 22.4***, χ2 121.9*** and χ2 50.1***, respectively). The ranking in relative importance of the attributes differs slightly, but the comparison in table 1 shows that the attributes ‘production system’ and ‘price premium’ are most important, ‘child protection’ and ‘product price’ less so, and ‘environmental standards’ and ‘origin’ least important for both the supermarket consumers and those in the one-world shop. 
Table 1: Importance of attributes for consumers in supermarkets versus one-world-shops expressed through three indicators 
	Attribute
	Supermarket
	One-world shop

	
	First accession (%)
	Mean accession
	First accession (%)
	Mean accession

	
	
	total
	repeated
	
	total
	repeated

	Production system
	25.5%
	5.2
	1.8
	33.3%
	6.0
	2.6

	Price premium
	16.7%
	5.2
	2.2
	25.0%
	6.4
	3.7

	Child protection
	20.0%
	4.2
	1.4
	10.0%
	4.9
	2.3

	Product price
	18.9%
	4.6
	1.7
	6.7%
	5.0
	2.2

	Environmental standards
	10.0%
	3
	0.7
	5.0%
	4.3
	1.8

	Origin
	8.9%
	2.8
	0.8
	20.0%
	3.8
	1.5

	All attributes
	100%
	24.9
	8.7
	100%
	30.3
	14.0


Analysing the differences in importance between the two groups in table 1, as revealed by the indicator first accession, ‘origin’ is more important for one-world-shop consumers (χ2 3.8*). The attributes ‘child protection’ and ‘product price’ are more important for supermarket consumers (χ2 2.7p and 4.5* respectively). Additionally, the total sample was split into the groups of buyers and non-buyers of an organic stimulus. Unsurprisingly, ‘production system’ was significantly more often accessed as a first attribute by those who chose organic (χ2 6.4*). Persons choosing conventional products accessed ‘product price’ significantly more often as a first attribute (χ2 8.0*).
The ‘preference’ for an attribute is operationalised by share of choice decisions for a product with this criterion specification contrasted with the expected probability share. As 80% of the participants chose an organic product out of the six product stimuli, it is not surprising that the preference for organic products is highly significant (χ2 54***). Organic products were preferred, even though the organic products had a higher price. Meanwhile, a preference for a more precise or tangible phrasing, as had been hypothesised, is not significant for any of the remaining attributes. The precise or tangible phrasing used for the attribute ‘environmental standards’ was, for example, ‘shade-grown coffee cultivated in mixed cropping in order to preserve biological diversity’, while the inexact phrasing was ‘cultivation following fixed environmental standards’.
 ‘Extensiveness’ is measured by 1) duration of the information acquisition phase in minutes; 2) absolute number of accession incidents in total; and 3) percentage of the so-called submatrix (i.e. number of attributes accessed at least once, multiplied by the number of product stimuli accessed at least once) with regard to the matrix. Customers of one-world shops tended to conduct a more extensive information search, as they spent more time than customers of supermarkets (Mann-Whitney-U 2191*). The two groups, however, showed no significant differences with regard to the other two indicators. Results with regard to the average of all three measures are as follows: 3) 2.58 (2.95) minutes, 2) 24.9 (30.3) and 3) 84% (87%) for supermarkets (one-world shops). Slight differences in the time spent acquiring information may be due to the fact that the duration is longer when the one-world-shop customer is female and that the one-world-shop customers were mainly women. Apart from that, the two groups did not differ with regard to the remaining sociodemographic characteristics (age, presence of children in the household, household size, and income). 
In order to contrast the two methodological approaches, the ranking of relative importance as derived from the IDM (mean total number of accession) was compared to the order of importance as derived from the questionnaire (mean rank given). It is noteworthy that while all other attributes remain in the same order, the position of ‘product price’ is third in importance in the computerised IDM but only fifth in the face-to-face interview. Thus, the rating of the attribute ‘price’ in the interview was most likely distorted by answers expressing social desirability.
Discussion and Conclusion
The IDM has proven to be an adequate method for measuring the information acquisition behaviour of consumers for goods that are not self-explanatory, such as fair-trade products. Compared with simple face-to-face interviews, the results of the IDM seem to be more realistic, especially with regard to the price. The study has also shown that the combination of the attributes ‘organic’ and ‘fair’ is greatly preferred by fair-trade consumers, therefore backing the recent trend. Only a smaller segment of consumers seems to remain who favour fair-trade without the additional organic benefit. The findings indicate that consumers in one-world shops differ from supermarket consumers in their information acquisition behaviour, therefore suggesting the usefulness of a separate communication strategy. Unlike what was expected, a more precise and tangible phrasing of attributes was not preferred, although the criticism that the phrasings on fair-trade products are too complicated is often discussed. Further research should investigate the reasons for these findings.
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