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Abstract: Although Spain is the world’s top organic extra virgin olive oil (OEVOO) producer,
domestic consumption is low. Most of the OEVOO produced is destined for external markets.
As access to these markets is rife with challenges, developing internal demand has become a matter
of utmost importance. Therefore, the general objective of this study is to analyse what is limiting
OEVOO consumption levels in Spain. Although a review of the literature reveals some potential
explanatory factors, this study analyses the relationship between consumption levels and the limiting
factors perceived by consumers. The main novelty of the study is that these limiting factors are
divided into two distinct dimensions: difficulties perceived by consumers in the purchase of OEVOO,
and the impact of these on their buying behaviour. Based on the results of a survey of 793 people,
this distinction throws up a clear paradox: although practically all the factors considered as difficulties
are perceived to exist, these do not appear to fully explain the decision not to purchase the product.
The suggested explanation for this is simply that the “organic” attribute or label is not highly valued
or appreciated by Spanish consumers. Considering the quantitative significance of the group of
non-consumers in the population, promoting social and environmental awareness emerges as the
best strategy to improve the public’s appreciation of the organic label and boost internal demand.

Keywords: organic foods; organic extra virgin olive oil; demand; consumption barriers;
consumer behaviour

1. Introduction

The organic food market has undergone significant growth in the last few decades. Worldwide
sales of organic foods grossed 81.6 billion dollars in 2015, five times more than in 1999. Europe
generates nearly 40% of worldwide sales [1].

By way of a brief summary, it is widely assumed that this market growth is the result of a
convergence of various drivers, such as the growing interest and investment of consumers, markets
and society in general in organic products; the strategic promotion of organic farming at the political
level (Common Agricultural Policy, European/state-level/regional plans, etc.); and the conviction of
many farmers and agents in the sector that organic farming will allow them to increase their income
via a differentiation strategy that gives their products a more competitive edge.

However, growth of the sector in Europe has not been homogenous in all countries. There are
certain imbalances between production and consumption, which creates problems of strategic
vulnerability in some countries. Spain, for example, boasts the greatest land area dedicated to organic
farming in Europe and the fourth greatest in the world, and yet its internal demand is very low
(its market share is around 1.5% and per capita consumption is 32 Euros, figures a long way off
those of central and northern European countries such as Switzerland, Luxemburg, Sweden and
Denmark) [2,3].
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This imbalance is even more pronounced in the specific case of organic olive oil. In fact, although
Spain has the greatest land area dedicated to organic olive growing in the world [4], paradoxically,
organic extra virgin olive oil (OEVOO) only represents 0.007% of per capita spending on foods in
Spanish homes [5,6]. This fact is particularly striking, considering the importance of olive oil in Spanish
cuisine and culture and the country’s position as the world’s top producer of olive oils [7]. Household
penetration of virgin olive oils is 81.1% and per capita consumption (according to statistics from the
Food Consumption Panel of the Ministry of Agriculture, Fishing, Food and the Environment [6]) is
3.49 kg.

As a result of this imbalance between production and domestic consumption, most of Spain’s
organic produce in general, and OEVOO in particular, is destined for external markets, which does
not seem a particularly sustainable strategy in the long run for various reasons: firstly, the growing
preference for locally sourced produce in the destined markets [8,9]; secondly, the concerns of some
segments of the market regarding just how “eco-friendly” a product can be when it is transported over
hundreds or even thousands of kilometres; and, thirdly, excessive dependence on the export market in
a context of increasing competition from third countries.

Given the scenario, increasing the consumption of organic foods in Spain has become a strategic
priority for public administrative bodies and agents in the sector [10]. The case of OEVOO is of
particularly high priority due to the important role played by organic olive growing in rural settings as
a source of income and employment, especially in mountainous areas. Moreover, within the framework
of multifunctional agriculture, it is a provider of public goods and healthy, high quality products
for the population, it shapes the territory and the culture (playing a key role in territorial and social
cohesion and population maintenance in rural areas) and it is of high environmental value (protecting
against erosion and climate change and conserving biological diversity).

Finally, two premises should be taken into consideration in this study. Firstly, any increase in
consumption ultimately depends on decisions made by the consumer. Secondly, when it comes to
organic foods, the barriers highlighted by consumers are of crucial importance in explaining their
behaviour. Thus, it seems clear that analysing these barriers would be a good starting point from
which to understand the scenario, explain current consumption levels and develop strategies to
boost demand. This analysis constitutes the focus of this study, which aims to analyse the relationship
between perceived barriers and consumption. The aspects that differentiate this study from the existing
literature on this topic are that the consumers are divided into three different categories, and that the
barriers are analysed on two different levels: perception of their existence and consideration of their
impact on consumer behaviour.

2. Theoretical Framework: Barriers to the Consumption of Organic Foods

The level of consumption of organic foods varies according to country [11,12]; however,
the differences are not only due to consumer preferences or aspects that drive them to purchase,
but also to the barriers that hinder their purchasing behaviour. In short, the existence of motivation to
buy organic foods is not enough to develop purchasing behaviour or effective consumption, given that
there are also barriers or costs perceived by the consumer that act as a hindrance to this consumption.
In fact, despite the highly positive attitudes generally encountered towards organic foods [13,14],
it would seem that, in Spain, the factors that hinder their purchase or consumption carry more weight.

Following a comprehensive literature review on consumer behaviour for organic foods, we can
conclude that the factors or barriers that hinder consumption are as follows: the high price/price
differential between organic products and their conventional equivalents; faults in the commercial
distribution of organic foods; consumers’ lack of awareness or knowledge of organic foods; consumers’
lack of trust or scepticism regarding the authenticity of organic foods and their labelling or certification;
the absence of campaigns and actions to inform and educate; the non-homogenous aspect of organic
foods (less visually pleasing than conventional equivalents); consumer loyalty for or satisfaction with
conventional brands; and a lack of interest in organic foods [15]. Of these limiting factors or barriers,
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the most significant according to the literature are price difference, lack of awareness of organic foods
and faulty distribution.

Numerous studies have been conducted in several different countries on the high price differential
between organic and conventional foods, focusing on measuring the influence of this limiting factor on
organic food consumption. In Spain, to name but a few, we should highlight those of Brugarolas et al. [16],
Sánchez et al. [17–19], Gil et al. [20], Soler et al. [21], Parras-Rosa et al. [22] and Vega-Zamora et al. [23].
In all of these studies, the price differential of organic foods is pinpointed as the main or one of the
main barriers to consumption and, as such, as an obstacle to the development of the organic market
in Spain.

In the same way, the high price of organic foods emerges as one of the main barriers to
consumption in many other countries, such as Greece [24–28], Italy [29], Romania [30,31], Croatia [32],
Thailand [33], Canada [34], UK [35–38], Brazil [39], Australia [40,41], Ireland [42–44], Sweden [45],
Denmark [46,47], USA [48–51], Scotland [52], The Netherlands [53,54], Costa Rica [55], Turkey [56] and
Poland [57,58].

In addition to single-country studies, there are those that argue that price is the principal barrier
to developing demand in the whole of Europe [11,59] and also in other continents [60,61].

Many authors point out that another limiting factor for consumption of organic foods is consumers’
lack of awareness of organic foods and their distinguishing attributes. Soler et al. [21], for example,
highlight lack of awareness as one of the main causes of low consumption of organic foods in Spain.

Other countries in which lack of awareness is identified as one of the main reasons for the poor
market penetration of organic foods include the USA [48,49], Romania [30], Greece [25,26], the UK [38],
Thailand [33], Poland [58] and Brazil [39].

According to Chryssochoidis [62], there is considerable confusion around the term “organic”,
which perhaps, as Bhaskaran et al. [41] point out, is due in part to the varying use of terminology
(such as organic, green or environmentally-friendly) to refer to this type of food product in marketing
campaigns. Gleim et al. [61], for their part, examine the factors associated with non-purchasing
behaviour for organic foods, suggesting that proper informative labelling may help to overcome the
barriers hindering the purchase of this type of food product. Vega-Zamora et al. [13,63] also highlight
the widespread lack of awareness and confusion surrounding organic foods in general. Moreover, they
argue that, as a result of this, alongside other factors and circumstances, the term or attribute “organic”
plays a role as a heuristic cue, i.e., it leads to it being used by consumers not as an end in itself but
rather as a means to aspire to other different values.

This lack of awareness regarding organic foods is related to the price differential. Indeed,
this problem cannot be disassociated from other limiting factors for consumption of organic foods,
since the difference in price between organic and conventional products must, to be accepted, reveal a
“product difference”, something that many consumers do not perceive. Along these lines of argument,
Fraj and Martínez [64] assert that some consumers are not willing to buy and pay more for organic
foods because they do not perceive any clear advantages in doing so. In short, the high price is an even
greater barrier if the differences between organic and conventional products are not clearly perceived.

Faulty distribution, by which we mean the limited (or lack of) availability of organic food products
at regular points of sale, is the other significant obstacle to consumption in most markets, as the
consumer experience is that they are difficult to find and that the variety on offer is poor. In Spain,
Sánchez et al. [65] and Fraj and Martínez [64] corroborate this problem. They argue that organic
product sales in Spain are low mainly due to the insufficient number of establishments selling them,
which makes it more difficult for consumers to gain access to them, thus constituting a significant
barrier to their consumption.

For some time now, many authors in other countries have made reference to inefficient distribution
as a reason for the lack of consumption of organic foods. This is the case in the USA [48,50,66,67],
Canada [34], Sweden [45], Ireland [42–44], Norway [68], Scotland [52], the UK [36], Greece [25–28,69],
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Australia [40], Croatia [32], Costa Rica [55], Thailand [33], Turkey [56], Brazil [39], Poland [57,58] and
Romania [31].

Wier and Calverley [11] and Schmid et al. [59] maintain that, in Europe, the scarce availability of
organic food products is one of the most significant barriers to their purchase.

Given the scenario, Zanoli and Naspetti [29], Lin and Huang [70], Bamberg [71] and
Soares et al. [39] insist that better distribution would help to boost the demand for organic foods.
Wier and Calverley [11] also specify that, in Europe, a greater availability and variety of organic
products in supermarkets would attract consumers who are potentially interested in buying this type
of food.

In the same way that lack of awareness of organic foods makes the price differential a highly
significant barrier, the commercial distribution model adopted for an organic food product to reach
final consumers affects the price and thus also its demand. In the context of low demand, the profit
margin policy applied by large-scale distribution outlets raises the price of organic products, therefore
disincentivising their consumption [23].

Turning our attention to the literature on consumer behaviour for organic extra virgin olive oil
(OEVOO), the first thing we should point out is that there is very little, considering how important the
olive oil sector already is for countries of the Mediterranean Basin, and is rapidly becoming in other
countries with little or no production, such as the USA, Brazil, Japan, Australia, Germany, Canada,
the UK, etc. Spain is the world’s top producer of olive oil, with a market share of approximately 50%.
In the last 20 years, worldwide consumption of olive oil has doubled from 1,500,000 tons to 3,000,000
tons [7]. This growth has been heavily determined by the behaviour of certain markets that produce
little or no olive oil, such as the USA (from 88,000 to 300,000 tons), Brazil (from 13,000 to 70,000 tons),
Germany (from 10,000 to 60,000 tons), the UK (from 7000 to 60,000 tons), Japan (from 4,000 to 50,000
tons), Australia (from 13,000 to 40,000 tons) and Canada (from 10,000 to 40,000 tons). On this subject,
we should highlight the works of Calatrava [72], Baourakis and Apostolakis [24], Kalogeras et al. [54],
Sandalidou et al. [73,74], Parras-Rosa et al. [22], Vega-Zamora et al. [23] and Yangui et al. [75].

Calatrava [72] refers to a matter of interest that is only addressed in the literature on the specific
case of olive oil: the influence that consumers’ image of conventional olive oil has on the consumption
of its organic equivalent. If the conventional product is already highly rated by consumers, it is less
likely that consumption of the organic equivalent will increase. The author concludes that there is a lack
of interest in OEVOO in Spain because consumers have such a strong appreciation for conventional
extra virgin olive oil (CEVOO). Thus, the good image of this product hinders consumption of OEVOO,
a barrier associated specifically with the olive oil market and not with other organic food products.

Baourakis and Apostolakis [24], for their part, assert that the high price of OEVOO, together with
faulty distribution and consumers’ mistrust or scepticism of the authenticity of organic foods and their
labelling and certification, are three factors that limit the growth of demand. Sandalidou et al. [74] and
Kalogeras et al. [54] reach the same conclusion with regard to the price differential.

Moreover, Sandalidou et al. [73] conclude that consumers’ lack of awareness regarding organic
foods, alongside the lack of marketing and information campaigns, curb the demand for OEVOO.

Likewise, Parras-Rosa et al. [22] stress that the high price of OEVOO is one of the main explanatory
factors for the low demand in Spain. Furthermore, as mentioned previously, Vega-Zamora et al. [23]
demonstrate that the OEVOO price differential is influenced by the commercial distribution model,
due to the profit margin policy applied by large-scale distribution outlets.

As we have seen above, the barriers to consumption have been addressed extensively in the
literature. However, no distinction is made between the perception or awareness of these barriers and
the degree to which they affect consumer behaviour, which is the focus given to this study. From this
perspective, it is assumed that simple awareness of a barrier or difficulty is a necessary condition,
but is not sufficient in itself to hinder consumption, as it is the consumers themselves who decide
whether this really affects their buying behaviour. Thus, for example, knowledge of the harmful effects
of saturated fats or tobacco on health is not enough to avoid their consumption.
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3. Materials and Methods

3.1. Data Collection

A survey was conducted of urban olive oil buyers over 25 years old and living in Spain. Data were
collected through a structured questionnaire (pretested) that was administered in person on the
street, using a personal digital assistant, or PDA. A restricted random sample was used, with quotas
by level of education (50% of the sample were university-educated), age (50% were aged 35 or
under) and sex (60% were women) (Table 1). The literature provides abundant empirical evidence
about the influence of these variables on purchasing behaviour and the consumption of organic
food [28,33,76–86]. Although the sample was designed to be big enough to adequately represent these
demographic strata, the final results showed no significant associations between consumption level
and gender, age or education level.

Table 1. Sample.

Scope National, Spain

Target Urban buyers of olive oil, aged 25–65

Type of Interview Personal interview, in the street, with a PDA, using a structured questionnaire.
Respondents randomly selected in 10 different locations in each city.

Sample Size 793 valid cases

Type of Sample Random. Restricted by age, gender and education level

Final sample
(demographic profile)

Gender: 59.9% female, 40.1% male
Education level: 14.9% primary education, 35.1% secondary education, 50.0%

university education
Age: 50.0% (25–35 years old), 23.8% (36–45 years old), 26.3% (>45 years old)

Sample Error For global data, p = q = 0.5 and k = 1.96, the sample error is ±3.5%.

The interviews were conducted in six different cities: Madrid, Barcelona, Seville, Salamanca,
Oviedo and Valencia. The main reason for this choice of cities was their geographical dispersion.

Fieldwork began simultaneously in all cities. A company that designs and conducts market
research and opinion campaigns was responsible for carrying out the survey. This company has
its own field network and was responsible for programming the PDAs, randomly selecting the
respondents (by a 1–3 ratio, using a random number table) from the people who were walking through
the 10 sampling locations selected in each city, conducting the interviews and processing the data files,
under the supervision of the authors.

3.2. Measures

The difficulties or problems that consumers face in the purchase of organic olive oil were measured
using two Likert scales comprising six items each. In the first, referring to perceived difficulties,
interviewees have to rate their degree of agreement or disagreement with the six items, on a scale
of 1 to 5. These items are statements or declarations regarding the barriers or limiting factors for the
purchase of OEVOO, which were drawn from a literature review and a previous qualitative study
conducted with four discussion groups in Seville and Madrid (see Vega-Zamora et al. [13,63]). Among
all the different statements that arose spontaneously in the conversation, certain points were raised
regarding the factors limiting consumption which were generally in keeping with those that emerged
in other previous studies. The aim in this part, therefore, is to assess the extent to which consumers
believe or consider that these six items or difficulties really exist.

In the second scale, we evaluate whether these perceived difficulties really affect purchasing
behaviour, in the opinion of the interviewees. Consumers are asked to rate, on a scale of 1 to 5,
the degree to which each of the six suggested barriers is an important factor for not buying OEVOO.



Sustainability 2018, 10, 461 6 of 14

In conjunction with this, OEVOO consumption levels were measured on a scale made up of
four categories: (1) “I have never tried it”; (2) “I have tried it but I don’t use it”; (3) “I use it once or
twice a month”; and (4) “I use it more frequently”. Three market segments or consumer groups were
identified: “non-consumers” belonging to the first and second categories; “occasional consumers”
belonging to the third category; and “frequent consumers” belonging to the fourth category.

3.3. Analysis

The first stage consisted of analysing whether there are differences on a general level between the
three market segments, firstly, in the difficulties perceived, and secondly, in the influence of these on
behaviour. This was achieved through a MANOVA, in which the dependent variables were the six
items on limiting factors and the independent variable was the type of consumer: “non-consumers”,
“occasional consumers” and “frequent consumers”. Following this, we analysed which specific item or
items showed differences, performing an ANOVA for each case. These results were then completed
with a post hoc analysis using the Sheffé and Bonferroni methods (equal variances) and Tamhane and
Games–Howell methods (unequal variances) to detect which specific groups showed differences.

4. Results and Discussion

Of the 793 valid surveys, 665 (83.9%) were “non-consumers” of OEVOO, 61 (7.7%) “occasional
consumers” and 67 (8.44%) “frequent consumers”. Thus, the first relevant result is that only 16.1%
of urban consumers use OEVOO, a figure in keeping with the market situation described in the
introduction that leads most of the OEVOO produced in Spain to be destined for export.

4.1. Perceived Difficulties

The results of the MANOVA show that the vectors of means of the perceived difficulties in
the consumption of OEVOO differ across the three segments. Previously, the existence of significant
correlations between beliefs was contrasted and accepted using Bartlett’s test of sphericity (approximate
chi-square: 459.13; p = 0.000). Moreover, the F value for the multivariate tests (Pillai’s trace, Wilks’
lambda, Hotelling’s trace and Roy’s greatest root) is 9.03 for the first; 9.30 for the second; 9.58 for
the third; and 17.84 for the fourth. In all cases, the significance level is below 0.001. Likewise, the
ANOVAs performed for each of the six items show significant differences in all but item 4 (Table 2).
Thus, confirming the association between these perceptions and consumption frequency. Furthermore,
the drop in mean scores as the level of consumption increases shows a coherent association between
the two variables. Finally, we should also point out that, on a general level, the difficulties taken into
consideration are clearly perceived by consumers, as nearly all the values are above the scale’s mean
(with the exception of three cases with values just under 3).

Table 2. ANOVAs. Comparison of differences in means between the three consumer groups for each
perceived difficulty, means for each group and post hoc analysis.

Perceived Difficulties: 1. Totally Disagree–5. Totally Agree Means and Post Hoc Analysis

F Test p Non-Consumers Occasional
Consumers

Frequent
Consumers

1. Takes longer to locate inside the store 6.700 0.001 4.02 b 3.72 3.56 b

2. Difficult to tell it apart from other high quality
olive oils 11.979 0.000 3.49 a,b 2.95 a 2.89 b

3. The non-organic product is good enough for me 37.233 0.000 4.04 a,b 3.41 a 2.95 b

4. More difficult to find in any type of store 1.039 0.354 3.82 3.81 3.60
5. More difficult to find the organic product in the
stores where I usually shop 21.968 0.000 4.06 b 3.71 c 3.16 b,c

6. The price difference between organic and
non-organic olive oil is high 9.400 0.000 4.15 b 4.14 c 3.60 b,c

a Significant differences between means for “non-consumer” and “occasional consumer” groups (p < 0.05);
b significant differences between means for “non-consumer” and “frequent consumer” groups (p < 0.05); c significant
differences between means for “occasional consumer” and “frequent consumer” groups (p < 0.05).
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As anticipated, the post hoc analysis highlights that, in terms of the intensity with which the
difficulties are perceived, the greatest discrepancies are found between the “non-consumers” and the
“frequent consumers”, with the scores polarized between the two groups.

On another note, the differences in perceptions between occasional and frequent consumers are
found in the items on price difference and availability in stores where they usually shop, factors
considered to be related to marketing and distribution problems.

However, the main distinctive features of “non-consumers”, especially with respect to occasional
consumers, are related to the intrinsic value of the product. From this perspective, it is clear that they
find it more difficult to distinguish from the conventional kind, which they feel is already good enough
for them. Of course, in attempts to drive market change or boost demand, these problems are much
more difficult to overcome than those of a more external nature related to marketing issues (price or
distribution). In short, although the main way to increase demand, given the considerably larger size
of the group, is to persuade these non-consumers to buy the product, it appears to be a highly difficult
task because they simply do not value it.

4.2. Impact of Perceived Difficulties on Purchasing Behaviour

As we explained above, the perception of difficulties is only the first step and the results must
be completed with the degree to which this affects consumption. The MANOVA results show that
the impact of the difficulties on consumption varies according to the consumer group. Previously,
the existence of significant correlations between beliefs was contrasted and accepted using Bartlett’s test
of sphericity (approximate chi-square: 1447.32; p = 0.000). Moreover, the F value for the multivariate
tests (Pillai’s trace, Wilks’ lambda, Hotelling’s trace and Roy’s greatest root) is 6.69 for the first; 6.76 for
the second; 6.84 for the third; and 11.48 for the fourth. In all cases, the significance level is below 0.001.
Likewise, the ANOVAs demonstrate that for all the items, the scores for the three groups are different,
as can be seen in Table 3.

Table 3. ANOVAs. Comparison of differences in means between the three consumer groups for the
effect of perceived difficulties on purchasing behaviour, means for each group and post hoc analysis.

Effect of Perceived Difficulties: (1) “No, It Doesn’t Affect it at All”–(5) “Yes,
It’s an Important Reason for not Buying OEVOO” Means and Post Hoc Analysis

F test p Non-Consumers Occasional
Consumers

Frequent
Consumers

1. Takes longer to locate inside the store 4.821 0.008 3.30 b 3.05 2.78 b

2. Difficult to tell it apart from other high quality olive oils 13.551 0.000 3.15 a,b 2.54 a 2.46 b

3. The non-organic product is good enough for me 16.386 0.000 3.56 a,b 2.98 a 2.77 b

4. More difficult to find in any type of store 8.733 0.000 3.32 b 3.10 2.63 b

5. More difficult to find the organic product in the stores
where I usually shop 13.774 0.000 3.48 b 3.20 c 2.60 b,c

6. The price difference between organic and non-organic olive
oil is high 24.845 0.000 3.85 b 3.62 c 2.77 b,c

a Significant differences between means for “non-consumer” and “occasional consumer” groups (p < 0.05);
b significant differences between means for “non-consumer” and “frequent consumer” groups (p < 0.05); c significant
differences between means for “occasional consumer” and “frequent consumer” groups (p < 0.05).

Again, we can clearly observe the polarization of scores at opposite ends of the consumer group
scale, and the drop in scores in line with the increase in consumption frequency. This allows us to
confirm the association between the two variables, i.e., consumption level and the assumption that
the perceived difficulties limit it. Furthermore, we should point out that the scores are lower than
those obtained in the other scale, in keeping with our starting hypothesis. In other words, given that
the perception of difficulties is greater than the effect these have on behaviour, we can assume that
dividing the analysis of barriers into these two dimensions is a pertinent exercise, and that the mere
perception of these difficulties is not enough in itself to explain consumption levels.

In this case, although “frequent consumers” perceive that the price difference and difficulties
finding OEVOO in their normal stores are problems that exist in the market, these do not affect their
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decision to purchase, whereas the same cannot be said of “occasional consumers”, who are affected
by them.

The generally low appreciation of OEVOO among “non-consumers” is the main difference in
behaviour with respect to “occasional consumers”. The “organic” attribute does not represent any
added value for the “non-consumers” so it does not generate any interest in the product. This lack of
interest, in all likelihood, perpetuates the scant level of knowledge and awareness of organic products,
making them difficult to identify and limiting their consumption.

Of all the barriers or difficulties considered here, there are three for which the scores are higher in all
the groups and, moreover, there is a greater difference or polarization between groups, thus these are
probably the factors or barriers that are most related to the different levels of consumption. These results
are in keeping with those of Calatrava [72], Baourakis and Apostolakis [24], Sandalidou et al. [74],
Kalogeras et al. [54] and Parras-Rosa et al. [22].

We should point out that two of these barriers—“more difficult to find the organic product in the
stores where I usually shop” and “the price difference between organic and non-organic olive oil is
high”—are limiting factors related to general convenience and these could be changed to boost demand.
The third, however, poses a real problem: OEVOO is not more highly appreciated than CEVOO,
and this situation is more difficult to change as it is tied to values and environmental awareness.

4.3. Joint Consideration of Perceived Difficulties and Barriers

In this case, when we discuss barriers, we are referring to the perceived difficulties that influence
purchasing behaviour by limiting or hindering it, i.e., those difficulties that are perceived and that
really drive the decision not to purchase OEVOO.

To obtain an overall explanation of the situation of OEVOO demand, it is useful to draw a
comparison between the two variables. At the global level, it is clear that the perception of difficulties
is general to all groups and that the level of perception is high, although it varies according to the
consumer group. In the same way, we can see that these difficulties affect the behaviour of the three
consumer groups in different ways. It stands to reason that, although they are perceived, they do
not significantly affect the groups that consume OEVOO, but they do affect the “non-consumers”.
With regard to this group, which is the largest and most significant in terms of increasing demand,
an important point should be made: the perceived difficulties are more pronounced than their impact
on consumption, which is a surprising result given that they do not consume the product. In other
words, it would be logical to assume that these difficulties (or at least some of them) would be
considered the factors or barriers that consumers use as an argument for not buying OEVOO, and that
this group’s scores would be near the top of the scale. This is not the case, however, as none of the
mean values even reach 4, and in all cases the values are lower than those for perceived difficulties
(Table 4).

Table 4. “Non-consumers” group. T-test (paired observations), between the scale of perceived
difficulties (“Totally disagree” (1)–“Totally agree” (5)) and the scale of effect on consumption ((1)
“No, it doesn’t affect it at all”–(5) “Yes, it’s an important reason for not buying it”).

Items Difference
in Means Std. Dev. T Sig.

1. Takes longer to locate inside the store 0.746 1.485 11.139 0.000
2. Difficult to tell it apart from other high quality olive oils 0.390 1.241 6.876 0.000
3. The non-organic product is good enough for me 0.595 1.403 9.830 0.000
4. More difficult to find in any type of store 0.527 1.365 8.744 0.000
5. More difficult to find the organic product in the stores where I usually shop 0.644 1.355 10.730 0.000
6. The price difference between organic and non-organic olive oil is high 0.308 1.033 6.490 0.000

How can this paradox be explained? How is it possible that a group of consumers does not buy
the product, perceives difficulties or limiting factors, and yet does not give any clear indication that
these difficulties directly determine the decision not to purchase? There are two possible reasons for
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this. The first is that the factors used in the study are not determinants of consumption, an idea which
must be rejected out of hand, as it would cast doubt on a large part of the theoretical and empirical
literature on the subject, as well as on the results obtained in this study, in which we can clearly observe
the association between consumption level and the factors considered to act as barriers.

The second reason may shed more light on this apparent paradox. We should consider that
perhaps it is less a question of barriers than of mere interest or desire. In other words, this group of
consumers simply does not value the “organic” attribute highly enough and therefore has no desire
for or interest in OEVOO. This is not a case of a product which is not purchased due to a series of
perceived difficulties. The explanation is much more basic and straightforward than that: there is a
lack of interest and desire; OEVOO is not more highly valued than CEVOO, its differential attribute
is of no interest to this consumer group and, moreover, it is more expensive. In short, difficulties are
perceived, but they are not real barriers to purchasing OEVOO. The real barrier is the product itself,
as its organic attribute is not desired or sufficiently highly valued by consumers.

A final point to be made, given the considerable attention paid to demographic characteristics
in the literature, is that our results did not reveal any significant associations with age, gender or
education level.

5. Conclusions

This study analyses the relationship between perceived barriers and consumption of an organic
product, OEVOO. Although the influence of determined barriers on the consumption of organic
foods has been widely discussed in the scientific literature, this study presents two distinguishing
elements. Firstly, three groups of consumers were taken into consideration in the analysis, and,
secondly, a different focus was adopted which consisted of dividing the barriers into two distinct
dimensions: perceived difficulties and the impact of these on behaviour (barriers).

This distinction rests on the hypothesis that the perception of difficulties does not in itself explain
the level of consumption, given that different groups of consumers can perceive the same difficulties
and yet display different purchasing behaviour. In other words, the same perceptions can affect
different consumers in different ways. This new focus allows us to better understand the reasons why
OEVOO consumption is inhibited and to steer strategies to boost its demand.

In this approach, the main features that characterize the influence of limiting factors on
consumption are as follows: (1) the difficulties considered are clearly perceived as such by the
three groups of consumers; (2) these difficulties affect purchasing behaviour, i.e., they limit OEVOO
consumption; and (3) the two previous results vary according to the consumer group, i.e., they are
related to or serve to explain the level of consumption. However, we detected that for “non-consumers”,
the perceived difficulties do not appear to represent real reasons for not buying the product, given
the difference in scores between their perception of these difficulties and their opinion on the effect of
these on purchasing behaviour.

Of the possible explanations for this paradox, perhaps the one most in keeping with previous
literature is the consideration that the real problem limiting demand is not a barrier or a series of
barriers, but rather a lack of appreciation and desire for the “organic” attribute on the part of this group
of consumers. The real limiting factor is the product, OEVOO itself, whose organic characteristics do
not represent added value to these consumers.

In terms of the practical implications of this study, these results may be of use in the design of
different strategies to boost demand according to consumer group. For those that already consume the
product, efforts should be made to reduce the price differential between OEVOO and CEVOO and
achieve greater efficiency in distribution, which are sales and marketing-related strategies. For the
group of “non-consumers”, by far the most numerous and important for increasing demand, strategies
should revolve around achieving greater social and environmental awareness to encourage a greater
appreciation of the “organic” attribute, and thus of organic food products in general and OEVOO in
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particular. To achieve this, policies promoting the consumption of organic foods are essential, driven
and led by public organizations to ensure their effectiveness.

Finally, in terms of the limitations of this study, one question emerges that may open further lines
of research, which is whether this lack of appreciation of the “organic” attribute is specific to certain
organic products such as OEVOO and what reasons there may be for this, given that, according to the
literature, organic foods are generally highly valued by consumers.
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