

  sustainability-09-01559




sustainability-09-01559







Sustainability 2017, 9(9), 1559; doi:10.3390/su9091559




Article



Consumers’ Attitudes towards Organic Products and Sustainable Development: A Case Study of Romania



Camelia F. Oroian 1, Calin O. Safirescu 2,*, Rezhen Harun 3, Gabriela O. Chiciudean 1, Felix H. Arion 1[image: Orcid], Iulia C. Muresan 1[image: Orcid] and Bianca M. Bordeanu 2





1



Department of Economic Sciences, Faculty of Horticulture, University of Agricultural Sciences and Veterinary Medicine Cluj-Napoca, 3-5 Manastur Street, 400372 Cluj-Napoca, Romania






2



Department of Environmental and Plant Protection, Faculty of Agriculture, University of Agricultural Sciences and Veterinary Medicine, Cluj-Napoca, 3-5 Manastur Street, 400372 Cluj-Napoca, Romania






3



Department of Agribusiness and Rural Development, College of Agricultural Sciences, University of Sulaimani, Kurdistan Regional Government-Iraq, Sulaimani-Bakrajo-Awal 5100, Iraq









*



Correspondence: calin.safirescu@usamvcluj.ro; Tel.: +40-745-584-923







Received: 27 July 2017 / Accepted: 29 August 2017 / Published: 6 September 2017



Abstract

:

Organic food consumption has increased during the last years as a consequence of its direct impact on consumer health, life style, and social convenience as well as on the environment and sustainable development. Compared to the European level, the consumption of organic food products is quite low in Romania. This paper investigates the perception and attitudes of the organic food consumers from the North-West Development Region of Romania. Consumers’ perception towards organic food products was measured using 30 items. The data were collected from 568 respondents and analyzed using descriptive and inferential statistics. A factor-cluster approach was used to identify consumer groups. The findings indicated that health concerns, sensory appeal, sustainable consumption and weight concerns are the main reasons for consuming organic food products. Three main groups of organic food consumers were identified: “gourmand”, “environmentally concerned” and “health concerned”.
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1. Introduction


Organic farming is a viable alternative to conventional agriculture and contributes to sustainable development in terms of food safety and quality, environment and animal welfare [1]. In the European Union, the organic surfaces cultivated have increased from 5.0 million in 2002 to 11.0 million hectares in 2015 [2].



There is general consensus that the demand for organic food substantially has increased in the last two decades, transforming a niche-industry into a well-developed market [3,4]. The reason for this phenomenon lays firstly within the changes in the consumer perception on food, which, according to scholars [5], is no longer just a means to satisfy hunger, but has gained multiple dimensions due to consumer concerns on health issues, environmental safety and animal welfare. To meet the demand for organic products, the main actors on the organic market must be aware of consumer perceptions regarding these products [6].



Organic Market in Romania


In Romania, the organic food market is also increasing and the statistical data from the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development confirm it: the number of certified organic farmers increased four times from 2010 onto 2015, while the cultivated organic surfaces doubled during the same period [7].



Romanian studies regarding the organic food market follow two main directions: (1) analysis of the organic agriculture sector to find proper development methods [8,9,10]; and (2) analysis of consumers’ behavior towards organic food [11,12]. Romanian consumption of organic food is relatively low (1%) compared to the European level (3–5%). It is considered that the Romanian organic food sector has an insignificant share within the agro-food sector, but great potential [8].



Thus, Draghici et al. [12] concluded that, based on the results of the research conducted in Bucharest, the capital city of Romania, the dynamics of the organic food market are moderate and mainly influenced by economic factors, including the low income per capita as the most relevant [12]. The organic food buyers in Bucharest were divided into three main clusters, the occasional buyers held the highest percentage (42.2%), followed by loyal buyers (30%) and non-buyers (27.3%).



Furthermore, Balasescu [9] concluded that Romanian consumers are preoccupied with healthy food, but also with sustainable agricultural development and environmental safety, which creates a favorable context for organic agriculture to develop and to face the increasing demand. Scholars underlined that the main reasons for purchasing organic food in Romania are health and environmental concerns [13,14,15].



It is known that more than 30% of greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions are generated by all consumer purchases from the food and drinks sector [16]. This is a consequence of the actual organizational value chain and its unsustainable development trend, as the food and food-related waste creates huge environmental, economic and social problems [17]. This has a direct influence on each of the three pillars (economic, social and environmental), as the economic dimension seems to prevail in modern society over the other two, while humanity struggles for a more sophisticated diet. Direct consequences may include major social clashes on the grounds of food availability and critical shortages of primary resources, in terms of land availability and productivity, clean water accessibility and biodiversity conservation. At the same time, population pressure increases, as well as its concentration in urban agglomerated areas and its continuous adaptation to a richer and more diversified diet. This development generates additional medium-term concerns. In this context, environmental and social pillars of sustainable development cannot be neglected.



The aim of the present study was to identify the differences between consumer groups of organic food products from the North-West Development Region of Romania regarding their perceptions and attitudes towards these food products. In the same time producers and sellers will have a profile of their consumers, which will help them adapt the products to their needs. Finally, the organic agricultural and food policy could benefit from a more appropriate approach of the concept along the lines of an urban–rural integrated strategy to promote a faster transfer of food research and innovations [18].





2. Literature Review


Previous studies have provided a general analysis of the major motivations that stand behind the organic food buying behavior of consumers. In relation to environmental and animal welfare concerns, many studies indicate that health issues represent the main reason for purchasing organic food, and that health attributes have become as important as sensory ones during the buying decision-making process [3,19,20,21,22,23].



Health issues are considered to be part of the numerous trends which have recently appeared on the food market [24] and seem to have a personal and social value [25]. Nowadays, consumers are more informed about the food they are eating and they have become more aware of the link between food and health [5]. Moreover, organic food consumers seem to have a sustainable diet concept, being less overweight compared to non-consumers [26]. Italian consumers associate organic food products with health, but they are also interested in tasty food, meaning that the sensory attributes are also very important [27]. Belgian consumers have mentioned health, the lack of pesticides with direct benefits to the environment, high quality and better taste among the most important reasons for consuming organic food [28]. Polish consumers consider that health and high quality are the most important characteristics of an organic food product [29]. For Danish and British consumers, the health attribute is the third main reason for purchasing organic food following product taste and freshness [30]. In addition, French consumers purchase organic products mainly for their taste, and secondly for the health benefits [31].



The health attribute represents the main reason for purchasing organic products in Sri Lanka [22], Indonesia [32], India [33], China [34] and Thailand [35] as well. In Malaysia, respondents are also influenced in purchasing organic food by such attributes as safety, health and environment, but not by the food quality, which is unexpected, even for researchers [36]. A particular case is Taiwan, where organic food represents a relatively new product. Thus, an important factor in the purchasing process is trust, which could be gained mainly from acquaintances [37]. The lack of autonomy was also observed in Pakistan, where purchasing organic products is related to the opinions of reference groups [38].



The environmental concern has no impact on purchasing organic food in Sri Lanka [22] or Turkey [3], while, in Indonesia [32], Australia [39] and Thailand [35,40], it represents an important attribute, alongside the local origin of food and food safety. A relatively low interest is shown for the environment among Czech consumers, for which the health benefits prevail [41]. Russian consumers also show a relatively low interest for the environment, while health issues and the lack of synthetic inputs are the main reasons for purchasing organic food [23]. In India, consumers appreciate organic food for its impact on health [33], quality and the environment [42].



Zander and Hamm [43] concluded that, among the ethical attributes of organic food, animal welfare is the most important one. Thus, environmental concerns and animal rights were the main reasons for purchasing organic food in Norway [44]. Lee and Yun [21] highlighted that utilitarian and hedonic attitudes are influencing consumer behavior into purchasing organic food. Another factor that favors the purchase of organic food is the consumers’ concern for the use of industrial fertilizers or pesticides in conventional agriculture and its limitations in terms of sustainability. These aspects decrease the confidence in conventional food and increase the preferences for organic products [42,45,46,47].



Nevertheless, there are also some important barriers in purchasing organic food, such as the premium prices compared to conventional food prices [3,20,28,29,32,33,48], lack of trust in product certification [49], awareness [34,50] and lack of availability [3,34,49,51], which, for Danish consumers, is no longer a problem because of governmental reforms aimed to encourage organic consumption [52]. In Iran, the main barriers in purchasing organic products are institutional ones, followed by food quality, cultural barriers and last, economic ones [53]. Even if organic food has premium prices, this can be associated to an investment in human health [54].



In United Arab Emirates, findings indicated that men are more aware of organic products than women [55]. However, research conducted in Indonesia yielded results which indicated that gender fosters different attitudes towards organic products, women being more preoccupied by health and environmental issues than men [32]. The same results were recorded in Turkey as well as in many other countries [19,20,26]. The existence of children within the households constitutes an important factor for purchasing organic food [3,11,34,40].



Organic food consumers tend to be older and more educated [26,40,51,56]. Nevertheless, in Sweden, for example, positive attitudes towards organic products were registered among young respondents and particularly women [48]. Income is an essential variable that influences organic food consumption, as it usually has premium prices. Scholars revealed that the low-income groups have the tendency to consume unhealthy products unlike high-income groups [57]. In the case of Turkish consumers, it was observed that low-income individuals do not purchase organic food at all [3].




3. Materials and Methods


3.1. Sample and Data Collection


To achieve the purpose of the study, a quantitative survey was carried out during February–May 2016. The sample size was determined based on the following formula. A relative error of 2.5%, and 95% confidence interval was used.


   n =    k 2  ×  σ x 2     Δ   x ¯   2  +    k 2  ×  σ x 2   N    =     ( 1.96 )  2  × 294.11     ( 1.975 )  2  +     ( 1.96 )  2  × 294.11   2 , 078 , 705     = 571 , 93   persons   ≅   572   persons   



(1)




where Δx is the absolute error, n is the size of the sample, k is the probability guarantee,     σ x 2     is the variance, and N is the volume of the population.



A total of 650 questionnaires were distributed in the neighborhood of the supermarkets, local markets, special shops and fairs in a face to face interview in 8 cities and 15 communes in the North-West Development Region. The survey resulted in 568 usable instruments representing an 87.38% response rate. A filter question was used to identify if the respondents consume or not organic products; 540 declared that they consume organic products and the analysis was further performed based on their responses.



The survey instrument was composed of three sections. Four items were used in the first section to gather responses from the people interviewed, concerning their perceptions on what organic products are and their organic consuming habit. The second section comprised 30 items, which were used to identify the perceptions of the consumers on organic food products and the reasons for their consumption (Table 1). Each of the 30 items were measured using 5-point Likert-style scales, where 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = neutral, 4 = agree, and 5 = strongly agree. Respondents, were asked to indicate how strongly they agree or disagree with each item on the scale. The third section of the survey instrument was used to design the consumers’ socio-demographic profile.




3.2. Study Methods and Data Analysis


Descriptive statistical analysis was used to determine the socio-demographic profile of the consumers and to indicate the means and standard deviations of each of the variables used to describe respondents’ perceptions about organic food products. An exploratory factor analysis using SPSS was conducted to determine the underlying dimensions among the variables.



The 30 items were factor-analyzed, using principal component analysis (PCA) with the Varimax rotation method to establish the underlying constructs. The Varimax rotation was used to maximize the differences between the components extracted and to maintain correlation within the components. The Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin (KMO) measure of sampling adequacy and Bartlett’s test of Sphericity were used to determine the fitness of the data. Values of 0.6 or above from the KMO measures indicated that data are adequate for PCA [58,59]. The most common and reliable criterion is the use of eigenvalues in extracting factors. In this research, all factors with eigenvalues greater than 1 were retained because they were considered significant, and all factors with less than 1 were discarded. In addition, all the items that showed factor loading of less than 0.50 were removed from the analysis, thus yielding 25 items that were factor analyzed again. The items with communalities below 0.5 were retained, based on Child’s [60] recommendation to remove any item with a communality score lower than 0.2, while Costello and Osborne [61] indicated that communalities of 0.40 to 0.70 are more common in social sciences. Cronbach’s alpha reliability coefficient was computed for each factor, to estimate the reliability of each scale. All factors with a reliability coefficient above 0.6 were considered to be acceptable in this study [62,63,64].



Furthermore, a cluster analysis was conducted in order to isolate different groups within the sample and examine their common features. The clusters were determined by using both hierarchical and non-hierarchical clustering techniques. The Ward Method, with square Euclidean distance, was used to determine the preliminary number of clusters based on the motivation factors. Furthermore, K-means cluster, a non-hierarchical clustering technique, was used.



Subsequently, one-way ANOVA was employed to compare the different groups by analyzing significant difference between their means [59]. Scheffé multiple range tests were also employed to investigate any significant differences between clusters with respect to each factor. Cross-tabulation analysis using Pearson’s χ2 statistics was performed with the demographic data to determine the profile of the respondents from each group and if there are any significant differences among them.





4. Results


4.1. Consumers Attitudes Relating to Organic Food Products


Principal factor analysis was conducted to assess the dimensionality of the 25 items. The Barlett test of Sphericity was significant (Chi-square = 4007.864, p < 0.000). The Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin (KMO) overall measure of sampling was 0.77, indicating that data were suitable for the principal component analysis [58]. The exploratory factor analysis with Varimax rotation of the 25 variables resulted in a six-factor solution that explains 55.26% of the total variance. All six factors had eigenvalues greater than 1.



Cronbach’s alpha reliability coefficient was computed to evaluate the internal consistency of each component. The overall reliability of the 25 variables was 0.80. All the factors had reliability coefficients ranging higher than 0.6, except the sixth factor (Social), which had a reliability coefficient less than 0.6 and it was not retained for further analysis.



Table 1 presents the six underlying dimensions resulting from the principal component analysis. The first dimension was labeled as “natural and sustainable consumption”, which explained 18.83% of the total variance, with a reliability coefficient of 0.81. The relatively large proportion of the total variance might be attributed to the fact that consumers perceive organic products as being more natural, healthy and with a positive impact on three components of sustainable development.



The first factor was comprised of five attributes and had a mean of 4.34 (SD = 0.894) (Table 1). This factor involved attributes that focus on the absence of the artificial ingredients and additives of the organic products, with low impact on the environment and non-genetically modified organisms.



The second factor labeled “extrinsic attributes” comprised five attributes, which explained 12.63% of the total variance with a reliability coefficient of 0.76. This component had a mean of 3.36 (SD = 0.966), being less attractive and important for consumers, compared to the first one, in terms of buying and consuming organic products and the underlying decision-making process. This factor involves attributes that focus on the packages and labels of the organic food. The most appreciated attribute from this factor is the one related to the information that the label offers to the consumers (mean = 4.01, SD = 1.164), while the less important is the one related to the design of the label (mean = 2.98, SD = 1.404). Even if the consumers showed their interest in reducing the quantity of fertilizers, pesticides, artificial colors and flavors (attributes loaded into the first factor), they were less concerned about the recyclable characteristics of the packages (mean = 3.29, SD = 1.426). This might be explained by the low level of information, low number of selective waste collection points and lack of proper waste management plans in Romania [65].



The third factor labeled “health” contained five factors, had a mean of 4.61 (SD = 0.521) and a reliability coefficient of 0.67, which explained 7.84% of the total variance. This factor loaded attributes related to nutritional characteristics, vitamin, mineral and protein content. The high content in vitamins and minerals (mean = 4.75, SD = 0.649) seemed to be the most important attribute of this factor that influenced the consumption of organic products.



The fourth factor called “sensory appeal” had four items loaded, nice smell, pleasant texture, good taste, and regular consumption, and had a mean of 4.22 (SD = 0.682). The “sensory appeal” factor explained 6.05% of the total variance and had a reliability coefficient of 0.69. The taste of organic products (mean = 4.70, SD = 0.655) had almost the same importance as the content of vitamins and minerals in the consumers’ decision-making process of buying and consuming organic products.



The fifth factor, “weight concern”, loaded four items, takes no time to prepare (can be consumed fresh), high content of fibers, low in fat, and low in calories, and explained 5.64% of the total variance with a reliability coefficient of 0.6. The “weight concern” factor had a mean of 3.73 (SD = 0.857), below the one registered by the factor “health”, indicating that the consumers of organic products are more interested in the nutritional characteristics of the products than the effects on their weight.



This might be explained by the fact that organic products are perceived as being healthy with positive effects on weight control. The sixth factor, labeled “Social”, loaded two items and explained 4.27% of the total variance with a reliability coefficient of 0.48. Even if the social component is an important pillar of sustainable development, it was decided to remove this factor from the future analysis of the data due to the low consistency of the scale.




4.2. Attitude towards Organic Products across Clusters of Consumers


Based on the five dimensions of the PCA, a two-step cluster analysis was employed (a Ward’s hierarchical ascendant classification followed by a K-means clustering for stabilization purpose). It allowed for the identification of three clusters of organic product consumers. Multivariate statistics indicated that significant differences existed between the three clusters (p < 0.001) (Table 2). The factors with the highest influence on the clustering of the consumers were “natural and sustainable consumption” and “extrinsic attributes” (Table 2). Furthermore, the clusters were labeled based on the two factors considered the most important for each of the groups (Table 2 and Table 3).



The ANOVA test also indicated that all five factors contributed to differentiating the three clusters (p < 0.001). In addition, Scheffé multiple-range tests were further employed to explore any differences between clusters with respect to each factor. The result of the Scheffé test indicated that there were statistically significant differences between clusters, except for the sensory appeal factor (Table 3).



Cross-tabulation and Pearson’s χ2 statistics were used to identify the profile of the organic product consumers in terms of their gender, age, education level, monthly income, types of consumed organic products and perceptions about what an organic food product is. The cross-tabulation approach allowed the researchers to identify the communalities of each group. The results indicated that the majority of the respondents were male, over 35 years old, and with secondary education (high school). Fruits, vegetables, and dairy products had the highest share in the organic food consumption, while sweets were the least consumed (Table 4).



The clusters were subsequently named according to the two factors considered to be the most important to distinctively represent the three segments that were established (Table 2 and Table 3). The results indicated that each of the three groups highly appreciate the health benefits of consuming organic products.



Cluster 1 (N = 66): “Gourmand” was the smallest and represented 12.22% of the consumers. Cluster 1 appeared to have the highest mean scores in terms of “health aspects” and “sensory appeal”. This cluster registered the lowest mean score on the “natural and sustainable consumption” factor (2.51). Therefore, it can be concluded that consumers in this group are less concerned about sustainable consumption and more preoccupied with the sensory aspects of the food and effects on their health, even if this is not necessarily related to natural products. The first cluster grouped the highest percentage of people aged 24–44 years old (54.5%) with the highest share of monthly household income below 225 euro.



Cluster 2 (N = 285): “Environmentally concerned” was the largest group and represented 52.78% of the consumers. Cluster 2 had the highest mean score on “natural and sustainable consumption” (mean = 4.73) and “health aspects” (mean = 4.83), and the lowest mean score for “extrinsic attributes” (mean = 3.85) and “weight concern” (mean = 3.86). The second cluster exhibited the highest share of female consumers and highest percentage of members with university degree, reinforcing the results of previous studies [32,48].



Cluster 3 (N = 189): “Health concerned” characterized 35% of the consumers. Cluster 3 appeared to have the highest mean score on “health aspects” and “weight concern”. However, this cluster had the lowest mean score on “extrinsic attributes”. More than 45% of the consumers in this cluster have a monthly household income higher than 445 euro, and they consume less bakery and sweet organic products, compared to the other two groups.



The findings indicated that “health aspects” had the highest mean score for all three clusters, while the lowest mean score were registered for “extrinsic attributes”, except Cluster 1, where the lowest mean was registered for the “weight concern” factor.





5. Discussion


The results indicated that the natural and sustainable consumption component of the factor analysis has a high importance in the buying decision process of the organic food products. It is believed that, alongside satisfying hunger, food encompassed additional traits that are linked to sustainable development and consumption, but also to some ethical aspects such as animal welfare, environment safety and the lack of pesticides [19,28]. Scholars pointed out that organic food consumers are concerned with the use and effects of pesticides and fertilizers in conventional agriculture in terms of sustainability [42,45,46,47]. This cannot be generalized because there were cases where these aspects had no influence on the decision of consuming organic products [3,22]. Another important factor that influences consumers’ decision on consuming organic products is related to the “health aspects” factor, consumers being more informed about food quality and its effects on their health condition [5]. The importance of health aspects and the environmental concern were underlined by other findings as well [9,11,12]. Based on this, it can be stated that the Romanian consumers are increasingly preoccupied by the effects of their eating habits on their health and the environment.



The “extrinsic attributes” of the organic products were not considered to be the main reasons for consumers to buy organic products, but it was appreciated due to the important information on the ingredients and nutritional aspects, the factors that influence organic food consumers’ buying behavior.



The largest group of consumers “Environmentally concerned” (Cluster 2) agreed that organic products are obtained with reduced quantities of fertilizers, pesticides, and artificial color; exerting a low impact on the environment; and having a high content of vitamins, minerals and natural ingredients at the same time. Organic agriculture can contribute to socio-economic and environmental sustainable development [66]. The health attribute has a high importance in the consumption decision of organic products for the members of the second cluster, reinforcing the findings of previous studies [22,28,31]. This group has the largest number of females, compared to the other two groups. This can be explained by the fact that females are more concerned with the nutritional aspects of the products, but they are also the family’s main caretaker responsible for food purchases and are willing to pay more for premium products [54]. The concern with natural and sustainable consumption can be explained by the fact that the second group also includes the highest number of consumers with a university degree, meaning that they have more knowledge about the importance of the subject. They are also aware and agree that in order to label a product as being organic, it is important for the product to be officially recognized and certified (mean = 5.35).



The second largest cluster was the “Health concerned” (Cluster 3) group of consumers, who are preoccupied with the nutritional aspects of the organic products, and their effects on the weight control with statistically significant differences from the other two clusters. This group includes the largest number of male respondents with a high school degree, and the highest household monthly income (14.8% declared more than 895 euro per month) with statistically significant differences from the other two groups of consumers. Income has a direct impact on the consumers’ eating habits, those with lower incomes tend to consume less healthy products [57] and they are not so open to try organic products, since these are considered to be premium products [3,12,57]. Being concerned with their weight control, compared to the other two groups of organic product consumers, the members of the third cluster seem to consume less bakery products and sweets, even if there were no statistically significant differences between the three groups of consumers. Padel and Foster [20] underlined that consumers associate organic food products primarily with fruits and vegetables, which represents, in many cases, the first experience of buying and consuming organic products. The consumers of organic products are more preoccupied with their weight and have a more sustainable diet [26]. Surprisingly, this group has the highest share of males, compared to the other two groups, since the topic of weight control seems to be rather a topic for females [67], but, at the same time, men reported higher levels of pre-treatment of weight control self-efficiency [68].



The findings indicated that the “Gourmand” cluster (Cluster 1) is the smallest group of consumers (12.22%), and it represents those consumers preoccupied with the food content in vitamins and minerals, as well as the texture and taste of food, indicating that sensorial attributes are very important for these consumers [21,22,27]. Consumers associate organic products with health, but, at the same time, they want tasty products, because pleasure and wellbeing are important values in their life [27]. This group is less educated and has a lower monthly income compared to the other two groups; however, the members of the group are well informed about the certification (mean = 5.29) and labeling of the organic products (mean = 5.23). On the other hand, the age group over 35 years of age is the largest, compared to the other two groups. However, statistically significant differences were not found between clusters with respect to consumers’ age or gender. This group tends to consume less fruits and vegetables compared to the other two groups. The results reinforce the idea that low income people consume less fruits and vegetables than higher income groups, with direct impact on social health inequalities [57].



The findings of the current research indicated that there are no major statistically significant differences among the three groups of organic food consumers regarding the gender and age of the members in each group. The participants in this study paid particular attention to the certification of the products when they decided to buy and consume an organic product. At the same time, they agree that organic products should be obtained on small farms, using traditional technologies. Therefore, it can be concluded that consumers see organic products and agriculture as a viable alternative for local producers and for sustainable agriculture. The fact that the most consumed organic products are fruits and vegetables reinforces the idea of sustainable agricultural development. The consumers of organic food are less attracted by processed organic products (sweets, bakery products). This might be the effect of the added value obtained during the processing of the raw materials, which is reflected in the price. Price was considered an important factor that influences the buying decision for organic products (see also [3,19,20,28,33]).



Even if the study revealed new information about Romanian organic food consumers, it has some limitations. The results are not immediately transferable to the other development regions of Romania, since there are major differences in terms of socio-demographic characteristics and economic development between the regions. The study focused on the attributes of organic products, but the consumers’ willingness to pay was not analyzed during this research. Future research should also include the price as a variable to determine the Romanian organic food consumers’ profile. At the same time, the barriers that limit organic food consumption should also be analyzed in order to develop sustainable market strategies.




6. Conclusions


Organic farming practices are becoming popular among producers and are considered an alternative for small farms. Consumers are aware of the implications the consumption of organic products has for the sustainable development of agriculture. The results of the study showed that consumers of organic products are educated people over 35 years old who are aware of the effect of their diet on their health. The increased consumer interest for organic food products was attributed to the growing demand for non-GMO, free of pesticides, high mineral and vitamin content and natural ingredients. These indicate that consumers are more aware of their health condition and sustainable diet. This aspect could be a starting point for developing market strategies to increase the consumption of organic products. Even if the factors that determine the organic food consumption were the same for all the three groups, there were statistically significant differences regarding the importance of the factors among the analyzed clusters. At the same time, the findings indicate that the respondents consider organic food to be obtained by traditional agricultural and processing methods instead of modern technologies. From here, it can be concluded that they are orientated to the slow food concept. The results of the study are important because they provide valuable information about consumers of organic food products in the North-West Development Region of Romania that can be used by decisions makers in their development strategies and development of short value chains, in order to support the small farms and local products.



For producers and sellers, it is important to know the profile of their consumers and their preferences to develop and adapt their products to the market based on the needs of each group of consumers. Offering the proper products, at a proper price and quality, can increase the level of satisfactions of the consumers, and thus will lead to an increase of the economic efficiency of the producers.
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Table 1. Principal component analysis on organic food product variables.






Table 1. Principal component analysis on organic food product variables.





	
Eigenvalue

	
Variance %

	
Factor

	
Item

	
Factor Loading

	
Communalities

	
Mean

	
SD






	
4.71

	
18.83

	
Natural and sustainable consumption

α = 0.81

Mean = 4.34

SD = 0.894

	
No artificial colors and flavors

	
0.803

	
0.659

	
4.41

	
1.172




	
No artificial ingredients (e.g., preservatives)

	
0.788

	
0.661

	
4.28

	
1.260




	
No traces of pesticides and fertilizers

	
0.770

	
0.643

	
4.34

	
1.201




	
No GMO products

	
0.681

	
0.543

	
4.30

	
1.270




	
Low impact on environment

	
0.609

	
0.429

	
4.37

	
1.060




	
3.16

	
12.63

	
Extrinsic attributes

α = 0.76

Mean = 3.36

SD = 0.966

	
Package is attractive

	
0.721

	
0.730

	
3.14

	
1.449




	
Packages are recyclable

	
0.721

	
0.561

	
3.29

	
1.426




	
Label is attractive

	
0.693

	
0.696

	
2.98

	
1.404




	
Label offers information about quality, nutritional aspects

	
0.653

	
0.541

	
4.01

	
1.164




	
Package offers information about consume

	
0.614

	
0.452

	
3.42

	
1.275




	
1.96

	
7.84

	
Health

α = 0.67

Mean = 4.61

SD = 0.521

	
High nutritional value

	
0.722

	
0.618

	
4.34

	
1.023




	
Rich in vitamins and minerals

	
0.602

	
0.551

	
4.75

	
0.649




	
Are healthy

	
0.586

	
0.434

	
4.71

	
0.755




	
Rich in proteins

	
0.582

	
0.433

	
4.56

	
0.834




	
Natural ingredients

	
0.527

	
0.441

	
4.70

	
0.666




	
1.51

	
6.05

	
Sensory appeal

α = 0.69

Mean = 4.22

SD = 0.682

	
Smells nice

	
0.716

	
0.545

	
4.44

	
0.895




	
Pleasant texture

	
0.697

	
0.545

	
3.96

	
1.146




	
Taste good

	
0.686

	
0.584

	
4.70

	
0.655




	
Regular consumed

	
0.571

	
0.455

	
3.80

	
1.156




	
1.44

	
5.64

	
Weight

concern

α = 0.6

Mean = 3.73

SD = 0.857

	
Takes no time to prepare

	
0.730

	
0.579

	
3.46

	
1.335




	
High content of fibers

	
0.619

	
0.666

	
4.25

	
1.050




	
Low in fat

	
0.606

	
0.530

	
3.67

	
1.229




	
Low in calories

	
0.542

	
0.418

	
3.54

	
1.470




	
1.07

	
4.27

	
Social statute

α = 0.48

Mean = 2.93

SD = 1.215

	
Premium (luxury) products

	
0.795

	
0.654

	
3.11

	
1.537




	
It is fashionable

	
0.503

	
0.547

	
2.76

	
1.462




	
Total variance percentage

	
55.26
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Table 2. Final cluster centers.






Table 2. Final cluster centers.





	Factors
	Cluster 1 (n = 66, 12.22%)
	Cluster 2 (n = 285, 52.78%)
	Cluster 3 (n = 189, 35.0%)
	F Value
	Significance





	Natural and sustainable consumption
	−2.095124
	0.394237
	0.137146
	449.936501
	0.000



	Extrinsic attributes
	0.184133
	0.524107
	−0.854620
	183.140515
	0.000



	Health aspects
	0.375763
	0.339933
	−0.643817
	77.386549
	0.000



	Sensory appeal
	0.348757
	−0.016644
	−0.096690
	5.010264
	0.007



	Weight concern
	−0.362732
	−0.064218
	0.223505
	9.971582
	0.000
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Table 3. Results of cluster analysis for consumers’ motivation.
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Factors

	
Cluster 1

	
Cluster 2

	
Cluster 3

	
F Value

	
Scheffé Multiple Range Tests




	
I–II

	
I–III

	
II–III






	
Natural and sustainable consumption

	
2.51

	
4.73

	
3.38

	
427.100 ***

	
***

	
***

	
***




	
Extrinsic attributes

	
3.52

	
3.85

	
2.56

	
163.994 ***

	
**

	
***

	
***




	
Health aspects

	
4.64

	
4.83

	
4.28

	
83.315 ***

	
*

	
***

	
***




	
Sensory appeal

	
4.38

	
4.29

	
3.08

	
7.775 ***

	
n/a a

	
**

	
**




	
Weight concern

	
3.33

	
3.86

	
3.67

	
11.597 ***

	
***

	
*

	
*








* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001; a n/a indicates “not significant”.
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Table 4. Demographic profile N = 540.






Table 4. Demographic profile N = 540.





	

	
Characteristics

	
Variables

	
Cluster I

	
Cluster II

	
Cluster III

	
Chi-Square

	
p-Value




	
Number of Members

	

	
66

	
285

	
189

	
DF

	






	
Gender

	
Female

	
31 (47%)

	
138 (48.4%)

	
74 (39.2%)

	
χ2 = 4.061, df = 2

	
0.131




	
Male

	
35 (53%)

	
147 (51.6%)

	
115 (60.8%)




	
Age

	
15–24

	
8 (12.1%)

	
43 (15.1%)

	
41 (21.7%)

	
χ2 = 9.623, df = 10

	
0.474




	
25–34

	
13 (19.7%)

	
66 (23.2%)

	
39 (20.6%)




	
35–44

	
23 (34.8%)

	
70 (24.6%)

	
51 (27.0%)




	
45–54

	
14 (21.2%)

	
64 (22.5%)

	
31 (16.4%)




	
55–64

	
8 (12.1%)

	
40 (14.0%)

	
25 (13.2%)




	
Over 65

	
0 (0.0%)

	
2 (0.7%)

	
2 (1.1%)




	
Education level

	
Illiterate

	
2 (3.0%)

	
2 (0.7%)

	
1 (0.5%)

	
χ2 = 20.320, df = 6

	
0.002




	
Less than high school

	
11 (16.7%)

	
12 (4.2%)

	
16 (8.5%)




	
High school

	
33 (50.0%)

	
142 (49.8%)

	
103 (54.5%)




	
University degree

	
20 (30.3%)

	
129 (45.3%)

	
69 (36.5%)




	
Household monthly income

	
<225 euro

	
28 (42.4%)

	
88 (30.9%)

	
70 (37.0%)

	
χ2 = 18.387, df = 6

	
0.005




	
225–445 euro

	
23 (34.8%)

	
81 (28.4%)

	
32 (16.9%)




	
445–895 euro

	
9 (13.6%)

	
81 (28.4%)

	
59 (31.2%)




	
>895 euro

	
6 (9.1%)

	
35 (12.3%)

	
28 (14.8%)




	
Categories of organic products

	
Fruits and vegetables

	
60 (90.9%)

	
264 (92.6%)

	
173 (91.5%)

	
χ2 = 0.317, df = 2

	
0.853




	
Meat and meat products

	
48 (72.75)

	
218 (76.5%)

	
153 (81%)

	
χ2 = 2.324, df = 2

	
0.313




	
Bakery products

	
39 (59.1%)

	
152 (53.3%)

	
94 (49.7%)

	
χ2 = 1.793, df = 3

	
0.408




	
Dairy products

	
58 (87.9%)

	
229 (80.4%)

	
163 (86.2)

	
χ2 = 3.959, df = 2

	
0.138




	
Sweets

	
24 (36.4%)

	
75 (26.3%)

	
44 (23.3%)

	
χ2 = 4.309, df = 2

	
0.116




	
Perception on organic products

	
Statement (mean)

	
-

	
-

	
-

	
F-value

	
p-value




	
Officially-recognized (certified)

	
5.29 a

	
5.35

	
5.10

	
1.112

	
0.330




	
Special label

	
5.23 **

	
4.78

	
4.85 **

	
6.802

	
0.001




	
Obtained on small farms

	
5.83

	
5.19

	
4.82

	
1.401

	
0.247




	
Obtained through modern technologies (innovative)

	
3.45

	
3.93

	
3.83

	
1.346

	
0.261








a Mean values were computed using seven-point Likert-style scale (1 = strongly disagree, 4 = neutral, 7 = strongly agree); ** indicate significantly different means using Scheffé post hoc, ** p < 0.01
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