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Abstract:



The paper analyzes the Romanian consumer’s behavior concerning sustainable packaging through quantitative research among 268 consumers. The aim of the study is to determine the perception of the Romanian consumer regarding the role of eco-packaging in the formation of sustainable behavior. The research has as main objectives: assessing consumer preferences for the types of ecological packaging, knowing the reasons for purchasing green packaging, and the role of the information about eco-packaging in promoting sustainability. Most respondents are aware of the impact of packaging on the environment, the main reasons for purchasing are environmental protection, recycle and the feeling of being responsible. Packaging preferences include paper, glass and cardboard and, to a lesser extent, plastic and wood. The reasons why consumers are not willing to pay more for green packaging are the price of products correlated with the low consumer budget and the lack of information and these are the main barriers to adopting sustainable behavior.
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1. Introduction


Packaging is one of the most important constituents of the food product or non-food product because a well-packed product can be a guarantee of consumer protection. The package type is a communication instrument between businesses and final consumers and it is capable of attracting consumer’s attention [1]. However, as a result of the new directions for environmental protection, it not only has to protect the products but must also be environmentally friendly. In today’s society, packaging must meet both essential product requirements and specific environmental objectives. The packaging has four different marketing functions. First, it contains and protects the product; second, the packaging’s role is to promote the product. It also helps consumers to use the product and, lastly, packaging facilitates recycling and decrease environmental damage [2].



Carlson [3] considers that eco-packaging must have benefits for the consumer, be safe and healthy for the individual and the community throughout its life cycle, be market-efficient and cost-effective; be obtained, produced, transported, and recycled via sources of renewable energy, as well as maximizing the use of renewable or recyclable materials; utilize clean production technologies and best practices; can be designed to optimize the materials and energy used, and can be effectively recovered and reused in numerous production cycles. Lately, governmental and nongovernmental concerns in Romania have increased in promoting the mass use of eco-packaging and in setting up certain eco-labeling schemes to prevent environmental damage. As far as the producers, some of them have concerns in this area, but these are not conscious and standalone. These concerns are simply a reaction to market adaptation. In fact, efficient packaging solutions are being sought by companies in response to the need to reduce production, handling and transport costs, but also to improve the image of the organization among consumers.



Zadek [4] assumes that companies in the last decade have learned that realigning their strategy to address the responsible business activities can offer them with a competitive advantage and contribute to the organization’s success in the long run. While many businesses have changed their practices to meet the needs of the modern “green consumer”, some have exploited this “green market” for their own success. Thus, among the green trends, companies can also consider packaging that “encourages reuse” or creates social consciousness. Packaging that uses less material and is made of the reusable or biodegradable material is popular, as well. Scientists think this kind of eco-packaging is the future.



Consumers are continuously changing their attitudes, behavior, and approach in domains of consumption [5]. Consumers have become more aware of changes in the environment and the effect of their consumption behavior on it. Thus, the ecological consumer has given priority to protecting the environment and quality of life [6]. Consumers generally like to identify themselves with kind of companies that are environmental stewards. Even if environmental awareness is increasing, generally people do not make a connection between their micro consumption patterns and macro problems as, for example, environmental degradation. This “concern” many consumers have does not necessarily translate into real buying habits.



Therefore, the aim of this study is to determine the perception of the Romanian consumer regarding the role of eco-packaging in the formation of sustainable behavior and specific research objectives have been considered: assessing consumer preferences for the types of ecological packaging, knowing the reasons for purchasing green packaging and the role of the information about eco-packaging in promoting sustainability.




2. Eco-Packaging and Sustainable Consumer Behavior


Packaging is an indispensable aspect for sales [7]. In last few years, packaging has been announced to be a cause of high level of pollution; thus, the need for eco-friendly packaging is in a continuous growth [8].



Packaging has changed radically lately, especially as a result of unlimited consumer access to information [9]. In other words, consumers are well=informed about the impact of packaging on the environment, the waste of resources, and looking for packaging that suits their needs and needs.



In this sense, one of the primary requirements for consumers is ecological packaging; that is, they want packaging that uses less waste, incorporates recycled materials and can be recycled when empty.



There are studies [10] that consider that products packaged in eco-packaging are considered more valuable to the consumer. However, there are a number of organic products on the market, and few studies have been treated with the attitude of consumers towards such products. Therefore, more attention needs to be paid to consumer preference for environmentally-packaged products.



In order to become environmentally friendly, consumer needs to develop an ecological awareness by informing themselves of the ecological consequences of their behavior, understanding the consequences of their behavior, or as a result of their attitude towards ecological aspects and products, and modify consumer behavior towards sustainable consumption. Yaacob and Zakaria [11] conferred that consumers generally engage in eco-friendly products for the benefits of improving the environment. Many times, direct personal benefits, like the perceived benefits for organic food health or the energy saving of an environmentally friendly air conditioner, are mostly observed.



The behavior of the green consumer is influenced by a series of internal factors that relate to the individual’s characteristics and personality as well as external factors, from the environment in which the consumer lives. The consumer attitude of what is green is generally maintained and consistent with usual views on sustainability. This indicates that consumers already know what could be green or didn’t could be green, but consumers are green in relation to some activities and not others [12].



2.1. Behavior and Attitudes


Sustainable consumer behavior can be explained using several models. Thus, a first model is based on the theory of planned behavior (TPB), which considers the cognitive and normative aspects behind consumer behavior [13]. It is used by various scholars to predict and explain recycling behavior [14], sustainable consumption [15], or the personal vision of sustainable development. Another model considers, besides the variables mentioned in the first model, values-beliefs-norms (VBN) [16] as important factors that influence the attitude, the determinant element of the consumer’s behavior. Moral norms (among other variables) can play an important role in explaining sustainable behavior but moral norm influences the buyer decision in a certain limit [17]. Indeed, if another characteristic of the purchase of a typical product involves paying also more it will maybe create a perception of financial risk for the consumer. Thus, it means that if the price of the product is high, the consumer morality won’t be as much influent as if the price was lower. The motivational instrument that could protect the natural environment is the human feeling about nature, but people who are environmentally sensible do not necessarily behave in an ecological way [18].



Some scientists consider that there is an ‘attitude-behavior gap’ so that although 30% of consumers demand to be very interested in the environment, this does not translate into green purchase behavior [19,20,21]. Studies in various countries report modest correlations through environmental attitudes and self-reported ecological behaviors [22,23,24]. It means that consumer positive attitude regarding green products does not always conclude into action. It is essential to inspect why environmental attitudes have a poor influence on consumer green purchase behavior [25]. Among the factors that can influence, can be mentioned price and availability of the eco-packaging, and social influences among others that lead to the discrepancy between consumer attitude and purchase behavior [26].



Other authors [27,28] argue that, despite the good intentions of consumers, actual purchasing behavior is often unaffected by ethical concerns, or, even if they are aware of ethics, consumers have dissonance and flexibility in their buying behavior. Considering the subjective directions, the social constraint or normative influence is defined as an individual’s worry about the perception of others, such as family and/or neighbors, if they do not recycle [29]. Some scholars [30] appreciate that social influence is an important fact of recycling behavior, but others [29,31] in contrast, did not find social influence to be significant.




2.2. Price Perception and Knowledge


The consumer makes a packaging choice when his/her desired packaged product comes in an alternative package. Consumers’ choice in term of packaging is a purely economic decision. Indeed, consumers make a balance between expected costs and benefits (convenience, aesthetics, and price). Consumers cannot buy responsibly all kind of products. Moreover, consuming responsibly is often seen as a time-consuming action, economically unfavorable, and stressful [5].



Consumers’ reaction regarding the price of the sustainable products is really sensitive. However, the real fact is that green products are not extraordinarily expensive, but conventional products are extremely cheap [32]. Even if the perceived costs exceed the perceived benefits, the consumer will not act to conserve the environment even if they are sympathetic towards environment [33].



In today’s market, the price point is such a powerful influence that environmental friendliness is something consumers may not consider when purchasing a product. Two obstacles to being a good ecological citizen can be defined [34]. The first is price-related, and the customers are aware of the responsible procurement costs. These costs may include the product price, the time spent on finding the product, and the distance traveled to purchase the product [32]. The second is the fact that consumers report having difficulties in finding information concerning the product packaging. The consumers need to have the knowledge or be willing to seek knowledge and information in order to buy environmentally friendly products. Nordin and Selke [35] appreciate that consumers’ perceptions are influenced by a lack of consumer knowledge about the concept of sustainability, terminology gaps and an inconsistent attitude towards sustainable packaging.



In Ottman’s opinion, four universal green consumer’s needs can be identified: the need for information, the need for control, the need to make a difference, and the need to remain current. If a sustainable product satisfies these needs, then the consumer will be more eager to buy the product [10].




2.3. Business Strategies


Regarding external factors that influence consumer behavior in the direction of sustainable consumption, legal and policy factors play a decisive role. Environmental protection legislation determines countries to use economic incentives (tax cuts, subsidies) for the use of green technologies or to stimulate environmental behavior. Following the trend, businesses have re-engineered their strategy by recognition sustainability opportunities [36] and inserting green elements into their product and packaging profiles in order to remain competitive. Also, companies’ actions by promoting organic products and packaging can influence consumer behavior [37].



Since most consumers exhibit unsustainable behavior in most situations because they have not internalized sustainability in their thinking, it is imperative to develop new and effective tools for them to adopt sustainable consumption behavior. To modify these unsustainable directive consumer needs to recognize information and feel that their actions have a positive impact [38].





3. Materials and Methods


The quantitative research aimed to determine the familiarity of the Romanian consumer regarding the role of sustainable packaging in the formation of sustainable behavior. The research, through its major objectives, identifying consumer preferences for organic packaging, knowing the reasons for buying/not buying the environmental packaging and the role of information for the consumer, helps determine the major factors influencing the Romanian consumer’s perception of ecological packaging and, implicitly, his/her sustainable behavior.



3.1. Sampling


The quantitative research was conducted on a sample of 300 respondents and yielded 268 valid questionnaires. Although it is an exploratory online research, following the analysis and interpretation of information collected from respondents, the results are valuable if they are corroborated by other studies previously conducted on the same subject. The sample structure was (see Table 1).


Table 1. The sample structure.





	
Characteristics

	
Share in the Sample

	
Results






	
Age groups

	
18–24 years

	
6.30%




	
25–34

	
46.65%




	
35–44

	
30.51%




	
45–54

	
12.40%




	
55–64

	
3.94%




	
Over 64

	
0.2%




	
Education

	
ISCED 4 or less *

	
4.21%




	
ISCED 5 and 6 *

	
69.26%




	
ISCED 7 or more *

	
26.53%




	
Residence

	
Urban area

	
58.2%




	
Rural area

	
41.8%




	
Monthly income **

	
>1900 lei

	
4.53%




	
1900–3000 lei

	
29.33%




	
3001–4500 lei

	
22.05%




	
4501–600 lei

	
17.52%




	
<6000 lei

	
26.57%




	
Gender

	
Male

	
58%




	
Female

	
42%








* ISCED = International Standard Classification of Education. ISCED 4 or less is roughly equivalent up to post-secondary nontertiary education. ISCED 5 and 6 is equivalent to short-cycle tertiary education and bachelor or equivalent. ISCED 7 or more represent master or doctoral. ** Starting 1January 2018, the minimum gross wage in the economy is 1900 lei, equivalent to 413 euros.









3.2. Data Collection


The study was conducted in early January 2018 through online survey method as a tool based on a questionnaire, developed according to the purpose of research. It consisted of a total of 16 questions, five of them were sociodemographic classifications (age, gender, income, level of studies and residence environment), two dichotomous closed questions (Q1 and Q10), two mixed questions (Q2 and Q5) whose tried to identify other reasons than those mentioned in the variants, an open question and seven closed questions (Q3, Q4, Q6, Q7, Q8, Q9, Q11). In order to analyze and interpret the results obtained in these questions, but also to produce bivariate correlations and analyses that lead to important data for the researched subject, a systematic model has been created that highlights how the analyzed variables lead to the fulfillment of the objectives and purpose of the research.





4. Results and Discussion


The results (Table 2) show that people want to buy products in organic packaging and want to get informed about this. Also noteworthy is that they pay attention first to the product label and the information on it. Most of the respondents mentioned that the first source of information on product packaging is the product label followed by producers and distributors’ information campaigns and the internet.


Table 2. Survey results.





	
Questions in Our Survey

	
Measurement

	
Results






	
Buy products in ecological packaging?

	
Yes

	
88%




	
No

	
12%




	
Source of information

	
Directly from the product label

	
88.4%




	
From the information campaigns of producers and merchants

	
27.6%




	
From the internet

	
19.3%




	
Other sources

	
1.8%




	
The preferred eco-packaging

	
Glass

	
51.1%




	
Paper

	
74.2%




	
Cardboard

	
52.9%




	
Wood

	
14.9%




	
Biodegradable plastic

	
14.5%




	
Purchase frequency of products in green packaging

	
Daily

	
4.4%




	
Weekly

	
42.5%




	
2–3 times a month

	
19.0%




	
Occasional

	
34.7%




	
Never

	
1.4%




	
The reasons to prefer green packaging

	
Protect the environment

	
71.6%




	
Can be recycled/reused

	
75.3%




	
I feel responsible

	
47.0%




	
Organic packaging is trendy

	
2.2%




	
Other

	
5.6%




	
The advantages of using organic packaging by producers and traders

	
Greater product protection

	
19.0%




	
Possibility of recycling

	
77.0%




	
Reducing waste of resources

	
72.7%




	
Environment protection

	
80.2%




	
Higher product quality

	
14.9%




	
The disadvantages of using eco-packaging for consumers

	
Products packaged in organic packaging are more expensive

	
58.2%




	
Requires more storage space

	
9.7%




	
Greater recycling effort

	
15.3%




	
There are no disadvantages

	
32.8%




	
The reasons why consumers are willing to pay more for green packaging

	
In the long run, the cost is lower due to reuse

	
36.9%




	
They are resistant in time

	
10.8%




	
They have a better quality

	
19.0%




	
It does not contribute to the degradation of the environment

	
70.9%




	
I feel involved in environmental protection

	
49.6%




	
I’m not willing to pay more

	
11.5%




	
The reasons why consumers are not willing to pay more for ecological packaging

	
Low budget

	
48.1%




	
Lack of information

	
50.0%




	
Eco-packaging does not bring any benefit

	
6.3%




	
Sufficient information on the role of organic packaging

	
Yes

	
34.4%




	
No

	
65.6%




	
The responsibility of informing consumers about the environmental packaging

	
Ministry of Environment, Water, and Forestry

	
36.0%




	
Producers and traders

	
42.2%




	
Nongovernmental organizations

	
16.4%




	
Others

	
5.4%










The analysis of the data shows that Romanian consumers prefer the packaging of paper, glass, and cardboard in a fairly large proportion. The findings support a concern for environmental protection because paper and cardboard are the easiest to recycle and produce the least impact on the environment and glass is a reusable packaging. 14.5% of respondents prefer plastic, especially as there is no other product packaging for some products.



Even though a fairly high percentage of respondents prefer packaged products in organic packaging, data analysis reveals that less than half of the respondents—42.5%—said they bought products in organic packaging weekly, 34.7% buy these products occasionally and 19% buy products packaged in ecological packaging 2–3 times a month. The obtained results lead to the conclusion that, although there is a concern to protect the environment we cannot talk about sustainable behavior at present.



The main reasons behind the purchase of products in organic packaging resulting from data analysis are the possibility of recycling and reuse, environmental protection, feeling of being responsible towards the environment. Only a fairly low percentage considers that environmental packaging is fashionable and does not associate it with the protection of the environment or health.



Based on the data analysis, it can be concluded there is a high awareness of the impact of packaging on the environment, which is also supported by the respondents’ answers on the benefits of buying products in organic packaging. Thus, the question “What do you think are the benefits of introducing the environmental packaging into the market?”, environmental protection is mentioned first followed by the possibility of recycling and reuse, the decrease in the waste of resources.



Other factors such as product protection and high quality are not considered as motivating factors in choosing products packaged in organic packaging.



Concerning the disadvantages of using green packaging, over half of the respondents (58.2%) mentioned that products packaged in ecological packaging are more expensive, 15.3% consider that they require a higher recycling effort, 9.7% of the respondents consider that the product may require a larger storage space, and only 32.8% consider that they have no disadvantages. The results lead to the conclusion that, although environmental packaging to a large extent to environmental protection, respondents being aware of this fact, its price is usually higher than conventional packaging so that the price becomes an important impediment into the adoption of sustainable consumer behavior.



The Romanian consumer is aware of the impact of packaging used on the environment and a large amount of waste generated, so that the main reasons mentioned for which they would be willing to pay more is that they do not contribute to the degradation of the environment and that the consumer considers themselves responsible for protecting it. Other reasons have been that in the long run, cost is lower due to recycling and that environmental packaging is more resistant over time. The analysis also revealed 11.5% of those who are not willing to pay extra. Regarding the reasons why consumers are not willing to pay more for green packaging, the lack of information is the first, followed by the low budget and the fact that environmental packaging is perceived as not having any benefit for the consumer.



The lack of information on environmental packaging and its benefits to the consumer and the environment is an important factor preventing the consumer from adopting a sustainable behavior. Analyzing the research results, 65.6% of the respondents said they did not have enough information about ecological packaging. Asked who is responsible for informing consumers, most of the respondents mentioned the companies and the Ministry of Environment, Waters, and Forests, and to a lesser extent, they considered the responsibility of nonprofit organizations.



Regarding the information that should be communicated to change the attitude and behavior of the consumer towards sustainability, the respondents considered it important to present the advantages of ecological packaging, ways of recycling different types of packaging, the duration of disintegration and the impact of packaging on the environment, the long-term impact of nonenvironmental packaging on the environment and human health.



To explain the consumer’s behavior regarding organic packaging as clearly as possible, a series of correlations between income and age as independent variables and the reasons for and against choosing to purchase organic packaging as dependent variables have also been made. Regarding the age relationship and the reasons why respondents choose to compete with ambulatory products in organic packaging, we conducted a statistical test using Pearson’s test (Table 3 and Table 4). In both cases of analyses, we started from the hypothesis H1: that there is a correlation between the two analyzed variables and assuming the null hypothesis—H0—that there is no link between the variables analyzed. After we obtained the results on the Pearson coefficient, we validated or invalidated the proposed assumptions.


Table 3. Correlation between age and the reasons for choosing organic packaging.





	
Variables

	
Age Range

	
Reasons for Preferring Organic Packaging






	
Age range

	
Pearson Correlation

	
1

	
0.045




	
Sig. (2-tailed)

	

	
0.987




	
N

	
268

	
267




	
Reasons for preferring organic packaging

	
Pearson Correlation

	
0.045

	
1




	
Sig. (2-tailed)

	
0.987

	




	
N

	
267

	
268









Table 4. Individual correlations between age and the reasons for choosing organic packaging.





	
Variables

	
Protects the Environment

	
Can Be Recycled/Reused

	
I Feel Responsible

	
There Are on Trend

	
Others






	
Age range

	
Pearson Correlation

	
0.72

	
0.69

	
0.01

	
0.32

	
0.14




	
Sig. (2-tailed) **

	
0.106

	
0.123

	
0.979

	
0.469

	
0.756




	
N

	
268

	
268

	
268

	
268

	
268








** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).








In Table 3, we chose to conduct an analysis that grouped the reasons for consumers’ preferences in organic packaging in one variable to see if there were a strong link between the two variables. Using the SPSS program, we obtained the following results: Pearson correlation value is insignificantly statistically, as Sig = 0.987 value over the 0.05 threshold corresponding to 95% probability of guaranteeing results.



We can see there is no relationship between age and the reasons for purchasing products in organic packaging, so we consider that is necessary to deepen the analysis of all the reasons for why consumers prefer organic packaging.



Individually analyzed, we can see that no reason to choose an organic packaging is correlated with age, or, in other words, the age variation does not in any way influence the preference for a particular type of packaging.



We can conclude by saying there is only one factor of influence regarding the choice of ecological packaging, namely the level of income, which determines the choice of environmentally packaging because they protect the environment.



Regarding the correlation between incomes and the reasons why respondents would not pay more to buy packaged products in organic packaging, we conducted statistical testing using the Pearson test (Table 5 and Table 6). In Table 5, we grouped all the reasons why consumers are not willing to pay more for environmentally packaged products in a single variable to see if there is a globally link between these reasons and the income level of the respondents.


Table 5. Correlation between income and the reasons for nonpurchase of organic packaging.





	
Variables

	
Reasons of Nonpurchase

	
Income






	
Reasons of non-purchase

	
Pearson Correlation

	
1

	
0.231




	
Sig. (2-tailed)

	

	
0.000




	
N

	
268

	
267




	
Income

	
Pearson Correlation

	
0.231

	
1




	
Sig. (2-tailed) **

	
0.000

	




	
N

	
267

	
268








** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).







Table 6. Individual correlation between income and the reasons for nonpurchase of eco-packaging.





	
Variable

	
Low Budget

	
Lack of Information

	
The Environmental Packaging Does Not Bring Any Benefit






	
Incomes

	
Pearson Correlation

	
0.251

	
0.234

	
0.088




	
Sig. (2-tailed) **

	
0.000

	
0.000

	
0.047




	
N

	
268

	
268

	
268








** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).








Analyzing the value of the Pearson correlation coefficient, which is equal to 0.231, in the case of 267 respondents, we can see that there is a link between the level of income of respondents and the reasons why they are not willing to pay more for ecological packaging—there is a significant correlation between those two variables. For that reason, we make a different analysis in case of each reason of non-purchasing eco-packaging (Table 6).



Separately analyzed, depending on the level of income, we can see that the main reasons why respondents are not willing to pay more for ecological packaging are: the low budget (with a Pearson correlation coefficient equal to 0.251, indicating a weak correlation between the two variables (the correlation is statistically significant and the alternative hypothesis should be accepted). Based on the correlation analysis between monthly average revenue and reasons why respondents do not want to pay more, we can see that for people with a low budget below 4500 lei, they do not want to pay more for ecological packaging due to their reduced budget. On the other hand, respondents with incomes higher than 4500 lei said they did not want to pay more for ecological packaging due to lack of information. For the last correlation, we can conclude that as revenue increases, consumers choose organic packaging even if they do not bring any other benefits to the user. However, this link is very weak: Pearson is 0.088.




5. Conclusions


5.1. Managerial Implication


This study has major managerial implications as it notifies decision makers and marketing managers about the factors that influence a consumer’s sustainable behavior. Research results have shown there are two motivational factors—saving by recycling and protecting the environment—which can influence the decision to buy ecological packaging. The high costs of eco-packaging and lack of information on the benefits of their use is considered as reasons for not purchasing them. Therefore, a major implication of this study is the need to familiarize consumers with the long-term benefits of using eco-packaging.



Managers need to know what benefits and barriers are perceived by consumers in purchasing green packaging and to develop strategies for changing consumer habits in the direction of sustainability. In order to change the attitude and behavior of the Romanian consumer, companies must act in the following directions:

	
Informing the population about the effects of ecological packaging on environmental through communication campaigns [39] that sensitize consumers and encourage eco-friendly consumption habits;



	
Product information based on labeling schemes (“eco-labeling”) to help consumers by providing details on the environmental performance of products and packaging and to make them buy environmentally-friendly products [40].








The information consumers expect to find and would inspire their trust in recycling the packaging refers to the economical use of source materials in the manufacturing of the packaging, as well as the health and safety of the consumer [41].



Sharma [42] says that companies can act in their green communication campaigns in three directions: at the beginning of educational communication, the emphasis must be put on the content, then focus on environmental concern, after which the emphasis is on the fact that firms modified production procedures to promote a green lifestyle, and ultimately communication indicates the image of an environmentally responsible firm.



Increased use of durable packaging by consumers can be improved by an appropriate content and form of communication that will aim to change consumers’ attitudes towards sustainability and will influence their purchasing decisions. Reception and understanding of this information also depends on the knowledge consumers possess, which is related to the maturity of the market, but also the cultural values that this study has not explored.



Another barrier highlighted by the study is low consumer income, which does not allow them to pay more for products in organic packaging. To motivate consumers, companies can offer economic incentives to buy products in organic packaging.




5.2. Theoretical Implications


The study identifies consumers’ perceptions of ecological packaging, the reasons and barriers affecting the purchase of packaged products in organic packaging and provides possible explanations for the inconsistency observed in green purchasing behavior. Moreover, it offers a synthesis of existing literature, because it is based on the results of various studies previously conducted. Researchers can lay the foundation for more in-depth research into consumer sustainability behavior with respect to organic packaging based on our findings. From the point of view of limitations, studies involving product and packaging perceptions are difficult because each respondent can feel this difference, so their emotions can influence the answers. Finally, the small sample is also a limitation.
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