o ey z
<@ sustainability ﬂw\p\py

Article
Influencing Factors of a Sustainable Vegetable Choice.
The Romanian Consumers’ Case

Georgiana-Raluca Ladaru 1 Diana Maria Ilie 2, Maria Claudia Diaconeasa 1,

Ionut Laurentiu Petre 3*©, Florian Marin ! and Valentin Lazar 3

1 The Department of Agrifood and Environmental Economics, The Bucharest University of Economic Studies,

010961 Bucharest, Romania; raluca.ladaru@eam.ase.ro (G.-R.L.); maria.diaconeasa@eam.ase.ro (M.C.D.);
florian.marin@eam.ase.ro (FEM.)

The Agricultural Economics Office, The Research Institute for the Economy of Agriculture and

Rural Development, 011464 Bucharest, Romania; necula.diana@iceadr.ro

Doctoral School of Economics II, The Bucharest University of Economic Studies, 010961 Bucharest, Romania;
valentin.lazar@ase.ro

Correspondence: laurentiu.petre@eam.ase.ro; Tel.: +40-727-571-841

Received: 20 November 2020; Accepted: 27 November 2020; Published: 29 November 2020 f‘r:,e(fgtz);

Abstract: The behavior of vegetable consumption in the context of sustainable development has
become a point of interest. Determining the barriers and the drivers for developing a sustainable
consumption pattern, including food, should be a priority for every nation, as so to be able to
design targeted food policies that would contribute to this development. Reducing the pressure on
resources by diminishing meat consumption and increasing vegetable consumption is one of the
global directions that should be followed. The situation of the current status of vegetable consumption
in Romania is, therefore, important. Through an empirical quantitative analysis, the vegetable
consumption pattern of Romanian consumers is presented. The results show that the respondents
lack proper environmental education and concern, but unconsciously are aware of sustainability
criteria such as choosing local and seasonal vegetables, choosing according to the freshness of the
vegetables, and wasting little of these purchases. The main barriers determined in developing more
sustainable vegetable choices in the case of Romanian consumers are income and time availability
restrictions. Itis also important to have the ability to identify the local, seasonal, and organic vegetables
through specific labels, and to provide the local producers with the ability to sell their products in
supermarkets, at fair prices. These would be the main drivers for developing a sustainable vegetable
choice. Adding to that, an awareness campaign at the national level regarding the importance of
individual choice would contribute to educating towards a sustainable purchasing pattern.

Keywords: sustainable diet; vegetable diet; sustainable vegetables; vegetable consumption pattern

1. Introduction

Eating vegetables is a multifaced issue since childhood and, for some of us, until the end of our lives.
The importance of vegetables in nutrition is acknowledged in various studies [1,2], the consumption of
this food category being widely promoted through public policies [1,3], food education [4-7], and, in a
newer context, as taking action towards sustainable development [8,9]. However, people still tend to
eat more animal proteins instead of vegetable proteins.

Starting from picky children [10] who have a hard time adjusting to vegetables in their diets, to
adults who developed specific unhealthy eating patterns that may be considered as addictions [11],
people seem to prefer meat and saturated fats to vegetables. Furthermore, other authors consider that
eating animal protein, especially meat, is a form of showing a recently obtained wealth or status [12],

Sustainability 2020, 12, 9991; doi:10.3390/su12239991 www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability


http://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability
http://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2360-6844
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/su12239991
http://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability
https://www.mdpi.com/2071-1050/12/23/9991?type=check_update&version=2

Sustainability 2020, 12, 9991 2 of 20

so significant regional disparities may be observed: North American and Western European populations
have a higher number of obese people [4], while the developing populations have healthier people
from this point of view, but follow a rising tend regarding meat-eating [13]. More, the most recent
report from the United Nations [14], mentions the fact that only upper-middle-income countries have
enough fruits and vegetables available to consumers so that the recommendations of 400 g per day may
be followed, at the global level, so the low-income-countries rely on cereals to ensure the food security
of the population, the dietary pattern being transferred to a secondary plan. Nevertheless, important
steps towards changing the dietary patterns are made through globally extended food policies and
dietary guidelines [15-20], research-based recommendations [21,22], and dietary education [7,23,24].

Considering the previous studies on the topic of sustainable diets, their definition includes
references to nutritional aspects [3,11,25], social aspects [26,27], economic aspects [28,29] and not
last, environmental aspects, such as: type of production, inputs, water usage, provenance, and even
transportation and storage of the products [29,30]. Yet, providing a clear definition for a sustainable
diet is still not possible [31], since the four aspects are not self-defined, but they are interrelated [32,33].

Romania is one of the current 27 Member States of the European Union, part of the Eastern European
block. The country is working on solving some critical problems such as social polarization [34],
a rate of 32.5% of the people being exposed to the risk of extreme poverty [35] and an average
Gross Domestic Product equal to one-fifth of the EU average [36], hence the purpose of this study
is to determine the possibility of the Romanian population to meet the dietary recommendations
regarding the vegetable consumption, and if not, what are the main barriers perceived by the Romanian
consumers. Some studies provide that Romania’s consumption pattern is heavily based on traditional
meat dishes and has a low presence of environmental concern [37], but that the young population
prefers the organic and local grown food [38]. Moreover, the income serves as the prime factor in
the choice of food for Romanians [39]. Considering the current stage of economic development in
Romania, the above-mentioned barriers in consuming vegetables and the global directives towards
shifting the consumption pattern towards a significantly higher plant-based one, the objectives of the
current studies may be stated as follows:

(1) Determining the differences in vegetable consumption based on income, gender, and age for
Romanian consumers;

(2) Determining the purchasing preferences for the Romanian vegetable consumers (frequency,
source, choice criteria) considering income and age segmentation;

(3) Determining the appreciation of vegetable availability for Romanian consumers based on
income differences;

(4) Determining the vegetable waste level for Romanian consumers and availability to pay more for
vegetables based on income segmentation.

Nevertheless, the analysis was conducted during a time of relative world peace when people
can spare their time to think and decide for their future. As history proves, periods of peace may
also be recognized as periods of great development in human lives, a progress that has helped us
to live longer and healthier lives. On the other hand, the periods of crisis, such as wars or plagues,
have hindered the development for a better life. The COVID-19 pandemic is, very much, a time of
world crisis, when decisions regarding sustainable development have taken a step back in front of the
urgent issues of health and economic security. Adding on that, the rapid trace of events has pushed
every individual to impulsive consumption pattern changes, relating also to food. Since the spring of
2020, around the world, severe shortages of non-perishable foods have been encountered, followed by
an increase in food waste. Other significant behavior changes for food consumption were generated
by the restaurants closing, the increased request for food delivery, as well as a rediscovery of home
cooking. All of these, along with a constant fear of going to the market and of buying fresh vegetables,
generated by contradictory health recommendations, led to the insolvency of producers who were
dependent on their daily sales to survive.
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This study is of further use to researchers as a point of comparison and development of other studies
regarding sustainable vegetable consumption, as well as to policymakers, who may consider its results
in building further health and food policies tailored to this country’s specifics and to its consumers’
expectations. The authors are aware of the fact that this topic is not unique. Yet, its perspective contributes
significantly to the development of the research area.

2. Theoretical Background

Ever since the appearance of the Brundtland report (1987), the topic of sustainable development
has gained awareness and has become a priority for the survival of the world. Yet, sustainability
is not as new as it seems. The idea of it has been used even in ancient societies [40] where the
collective wellbeing was cherished. Sanitation and sewage systems, common bathrooms, and irrigation
systems were sustainably designed by following the natural laws of physics and without harming the
natural environment [41]. Unfortunately, the ancient knowledge of environmental harmony [42,43]
was replaced by economic principles of productivity [44]. This common use of natural goods has been
later described as “the tragedy of the commons” [45,46] because of the human incapacity of sharing in
the long term, hence the overuse of the natural resources [8,47,48], proceeded by an inequitable fight
for the highest share [49,50] between the rich and the poor populations [51].

Considering that food comes from the use of natural, and often common, resources such as
water and soil, and having food is considered a right in the modern world [52,53], the sustainable
production [54-56] and consumption [57,58] of food have become pressing problems in order to reach
sustainable development. As with any other problem that affects the future of humanity, the change of
patterns for both production and consumption of food have strong policy implications, either at the
global level, with more general recommendations such as the Sustainable Development Goals [14] or
at the regional level, with more applied actions [59].

Public policies that aim towards obtaining sustainable food systems [60] are theoretically designed
for all stakeholders involved, considering their possible level of contribution [59]. Therefore, there are
specific policies who address food production and distribution so to determine these sectors to become
more sustainable [61] through alternative production systems [56], new inputs [62], using biofuels [63],
waste reduction through the circular economy [64] or reducing the resource consumption [65].
Other policies aim at the individual consumer, a fact that is justified considering the need to feed a
growing number of people [66]. Some of the recommendations for individual consumers include
choosing organically produced food [67], reducing food waste [57], or choosing locally produced
food [68], as well as reducing meat consumption and increasing vegetable consumption [69,70].

The consumer-directed policies provide a mixed approach for convincing the individuals to
pursue a sustainable food choice, respectively they combine the health aspect, the environmental
aspect, and the ethical aspect of the simple choice of food [70-72]. Therefore, one may say they are
using both emotions [73,74] and education [75-77] to forge a new food consumption pattern.

In the same direction, public health policies are aiming at promoting vegetable consumption and
reducing meat and saturated fats consumption, hence reducing the number of people with diseases
associated with a high animal protein-based diet [1,15].

Yet, there are factors more powerful than policies that influence the food choice of people
in different regions. Some of these identified factors are biological (hunger level, taste) [1,78,79],
physical (access to food, available time or even cooking skills) [78], economic (income, availability of
food) [79], social (family, education, culture) [6,79], psychological (stress level, mood, guilt) [74-76] and
attitudes, beliefs or knowledge related to food [80,81]. Some authors recommend differentiating the
public recommendations towards sustainable diets by age groups since the young adults are more likely
to pursue such recommendations [38,82]. While [83] see an opportunity in promoting plant-based diets
to the elderly, since they are inclined to accept them rather than other food consumption alternatives.
The hypothesis that underpins this study is based on previous research on the topic and, the first one is:
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Hypothesis 1. Young adults are more likely to choose a more vegetable-based diet based on environmental
considerations than elderly people.

Several authors promote a direct attitude towards the need for a shift in the global dietary
patterns [5,8,21,22,84], stating the obvious, namely: the low intake of fruits and vegetables and the
high intake of meat can lead to chronic diseases. Additionally, through their studies, they propose
alternatives to the current consumption patterns. For example, sustainable diets [3], change of language
on vegetable product labels into a more stimulating one [85], plant-based and oat-based protein
consumption [22], or food education for children and parents [6,86], therefore aiming at the health
aspect of a sustainable food choice [87].

Other authors emphasize the need to embrace a sustainable consumption pattern, food consumption
included, due to the high level of Greenhouse Gas Emissions generated by the current household
consumption, so the environmental aspect, [88-91], more than 70% of the emissions coming from
households. Regarding the food consumption segment, the exposed solutions circle the same ideas,
e.g., less carbon-intensive diets [89]; less meat-based diets [89,91]; more plant-based or insect-based
diets [22,91]; choosing seasonal, locally, or organically grown products [91]. Some authors debate that
Japanese consumers are more interested in the sustainable aspects of vegetables (organically grown,
the origin of cultivation) when they are out of season, rather than when in-season [92]. Additionally,
some authors imply that high incomes are needed to pursue a healthier consumption pattern [28,39].
Considering this, the second and third hypotheses are:

Hypothesis 2. Romanian consumers with middle and high incomes purchase vegetables with a high frequency
no matter the season, while low-income consumers buy vegetables that are in-season more frequently.

Hypothesis 3. Young consumers are likely to pay more for ecologically produced vegetables.

The choice of a more plant-based diet contributes not only to lowering the risk of chronic disease
but are also recommended as environmentally sustainable, as some studies [25,93] reveal. It appears
that some regions of the world are, by tradition, more sustainable in food choice, hence they have more
vegetable prone diets than others. The Mediterranean and Nordic diets are seen as sustainable due to
the importance given to vegetables [25]. Other studies debate that vegetables with genetic origins in
specific regions, as is the purple carrot in Spain, are more environmentally sustainable for cultivation
in those regions, and by choosing them, the people inhabiting the same regions are healthier [94]. Yet,
as Perez-Caselles et al. [28] claim, these traditional crops are less economically productive, therefore
undesirable for large farms, but suitable for small farms that address the needs of niche consumers. Yet,
some authors consider that there is much more pressure on farmers to pursue sustainable agriculture
than it is on consumers to choose sustainably produced vegetables [95]. Wood et al. [90] claim that a
shift towards a vegetable plant diet combined with the reduction of food waste would have the most
significant impact on reducing the carbon footprint of the American diet. Hence, the fourth and fifth
hypotheses are:

Hypothesis 4. Young Romanian consumers are more likely to purchase vegetables from local producers,
while older consumers prefer the supermarkets for purchasing vegetables.

Hypothesis 5. People with higher incomes are more likely to waste vegetables than people with lower incomes.

Some regional studies identified a series of common barriers for vegetable consumption, such as:
the general dislike of taste [10,84], the considerable lack of time needed for shipping or cooking [10,21],
picky children [10], high costs of purchasing sustainably produced vegetables [10,21], limited availability
of fresh vegetables and high availability of other foods [21,84] for the healthy food categories,
vegetables included, as one of the main barriers in front of their availability, an idea also supported by
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research [39]. Pocol et al. [96] claim that young adults from Romania, Bulgaria, and Moldova need
dietary education for developing a long-term sustainable food pattern and that gender is an important
factor in choosing a sustainable diet. Moreover, Piester et al. [97] claim that under the influence of
sustainability-related information, women are more likely to make a sustainable vegetable choice than
men. Therefore, the sixth and seventh hypothesis are:

Hypothesis 6. Price is the most important factor in the decision to purchase vegetables for people with lower
incomes, while quality is the most important factor for people with medium and higher incomes.

Hypothesis 7. Women consume vegetables more often than men; hence they have a more sustainable diet.

As proof of common action towards promoting vegetable consumption, in the context of healthy
eating, several countries in the world have developed dietary guidelines as part of their national health
policies. Even so, reported to the approximate total number of countries in the world (195), not even
half of the countries have such dedicated guiding. According to FAO [98], the number of countries
with dietary guidance, developed by the dedicated national institutions until 2018, per region is as
follows in Table 1.

Table 1. Number of countries with dietary guidelines per world region.

World Region Number of Countries with Available Dietary Guidelines by 2018
Africa 7
Asia and Pacific 18
Europe More than 30
Latin America and the Caribbean 25
Near East 4
North America (Canada and the USA) 2

Source: FAO, 2020.

The regular vegetable intake recommendations are present in all countries” dietary guidelines
since they are part of the World Health Organization. Yet, there are some sensitive differences between
the formulations and visual aid used in the guidelines. In Table 2 a series of examples from different
national dietary guidelines are presented.

Since the recommendations of eating vegetables are currently made with a global reference,
because there are specially designed documents referring to large areas, the general idea that may be
extracted is that of an unbalanced dietary pattern that does not support the development of a healthy
life. In this context, the UN dedicates the second Sustainable Development Goal directly to the area of
food, including here the availability of food, dietary patterns, and healthy development [14]. As the
level of food insecurity is higher, the consumption of healthy food, where vegetables are included,
is significantly lower, as such the relation is one of direct influence [14].

The common recommendation for the European area includes aspects that transcend the health
rationale. The “fresh” and “local” adjectives describing the fruits and vegetables are sustainability
aspects [22,28,82,91] elegantly inserted in the European consumers’ vocabulary.

Even if it is hard to provide a commonly agreed definition [31], sustainable food choice refers,
in short, to choosing the product that best fits a consumers’ needs, based on available regional or local
resources and liking, taking also into consideration the social and environmental responsibilities and
characteristics of the community[74,81,91,99].
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Table 2. References to vegetable intake in worldwide dietary guidelines.

Issuer C((’)fu Eterf};/::i%leon YIesasf.l(e)f Reference Observations
“A healthy eating pattern includes: Eéif}tlﬁeﬁrﬂi;zcl?i?:? ?’tazlc?;es
a variety of vegetables from all of with si nfi;fican t Visual.ai d
USDA USA 2018 the subgroups—dark green, red 1518 h ine th
and orange, legumes (beans and (plcture's, srap S.) oxpressimg the
hv and other” proportions of different nutrients
peas), starchy in a daily portion of food.
Australian “Enjoy [ ... ] plenty of vegetables It is the first recommendation
Government Australia 2013 of different types and colors, and  from the list. It comes with
legumes/ beans” significant visual aid.
The recommendation comes after
several mentions related to food
National security and safety, such as clean
Institute of India 2011 “Eat plenty of vegetables and food and the need for
Nutrition fruits” breastfeeding in infants. Available
visual aid (the pictures are less
expressive than the USDA and
Australian ones).
The document referred to the
entire region. Some of the
WHO Asian and 1997 “Eat plenty of vegetables and fruit countries developed their own
Pacific regions regularly” guideline since then. Little visual
aid (simple images with
little impact).
European Some refer their recommendations
Union, Iceland, PR to the vegetable and fruit category,
WHO Norway, 2003 V?igﬁﬂ?iig&:ﬁfﬁ and local while others differ among the two.
Switzerland, & Visual aid is adapted for each
and the UK country with a dietary guide.
“Vegetables, fruit, whole grains, This is the first recommendation
Canadian and protein foods should be on the list. Significant visual aid.
Government Canada 2019 consumed regularly. Among Constant correlation to the

protein foods, consume
plant-based more often.”

environmental importance of
food choice.

Source: authors” own abstracting after USDA [15], WHO [16], Australian Government [17], WHO [18], Indian National
Institute of Nutrition [19] and Canadian Government [20].

3. Materials and Methods

For conducting this research, the authors considered an empirical quantitative investigation [100]
for collecting data directly from the vegetable consumers in Romania, through the technique of
structured self-administrated questionnaires [101]. The designed questionnaire was first face-to-face
pilot tested on 15 persons for ensuring the validity of the research [102].

The sampling method considered was the convenience sampling, through the “snowball”
method [103] and the sampling size was calculated using the Taro Yamane method [104-106], by the

following equation:
N

TN %) M
where “N” is the total considered population, in this case, 17,592,625 persons with ages above 15 years
old, since younger consumers do not have the power of decision when buying food products, even if they
have an influence on the family decision [86,107]. “e” is the accepted error, in this case, 5 %, and “n” being
the resulted sampling size. For this study, the calculated sampling size is equal to 400 persons. The total
number of answers gathered and validated for this research is 403, respecting the sampling size, but not
the gender and the age structure of the population.
The independent variables considered for this research are gender, age, and income, while the
dependent variables are the consumer preferences for vegetable consumption that may be related to
sustainable or unsustainable consumption.
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Descriptive analysis through the use of descriptive statistics [108,109] will be further used in order
to confirm or to infirm the previously mentioned hypothesis. The software used for data interpretation
is SPSS 20 [101,110].

The structure of the consumer sample based on age, gender and income may be observed in
Table 3.

Table 3. Sample structure based on age, gender, and income level.

15-19 20-24 25-29 30-34 35-39 40-44 45-49 50-54 54-59 60-64 >70 Total in Age

y.0 y.o y.o y.0 y.0 y.0 y.0 y.o y.0 y.o y.0 Group
Gender F* 0.0 42.8 7.6 4.7 4.7 173 133 7.9 1.1 0.7 0.0 68.98
distribution M 0.8 41.6 8.0 48 4.8 9.6 152 104 0.8 3.2 0.8 31.02
<1000 lei 29 64.7 5.9 0.0 5.9 59 8.8 5.9 0.0 0.0 0.0

1001-2000 lei 0.0 40.7 1.7 0.0 17 169 220 136 0.0 3.4 0.0
2001-3000 lei 0.0 57.7 8.3 1.9 1.9 128 103 45 1.3 1.3 0.0

Income 3001-4000 lei 0.0 319 145 29 8.7 10.1 145 13.0 29 14 0.0
distribution 4001-5000 lei 0.0 20.7 3.4 20.7 0.0 276 138 138 0.0 0.0 0.0
5001-6000 lei 0.0 105 211 105 158 105 211 10.5 0.0 0.0 0.0

>6000 lei 0.0 135 0.0 162 108 297 162 8.1 0.0 2.7 2.7

Total in age
group (%)
Source: authors’ calculations; * F: females, M: Males, lei: RON (Romanian currency), y.o: years old.

0.2 424 7.7 47 47 149 139 8.7 1.0 15 0.2 100.00

The structure of the sample is formed by significantly more women than men, with more than
37%. Considering the National Statistics Institute of Romania [109], the number of women in the
population is higher than men, with approximately 4 million more women. The distribution of the
sample considering the age variable shows that the youth category is more present among respondents
to this study, 55.1% are people between 15 and 34 years old and 44.9% are people between 35 and
above 70 years old. Within the age categories, the lower incomes are distributed to the younger
respondents. The 20 to 24 years old category has the most recordings for incomes below 1000 lei (64.7%),
between 1000 and 2000 lei (40.7%), between 2001 and 3000 lei (57.7%), and within the 3001-4000 lei
category (31.9%). For the 4001-5000 lei category, the most present age category is the 40-44 years old,
for the 5001-6000 lei category there are two representative age categories, the 25-29 years old and
45-49 years old (21.1%). The highest category of income has most respondents in the 4044 years old
category, along with 30-34 and 4549 years old (16.2%).

Considering the previously mentioned sustainability recommendations for individual consumers,
the questionnaire was built to gather responses to these recommendations without inserting any direct
mentions of sustainability in the questions, therefore reducing possible biased answers.

4. Results and Discussions

The respondents that are vegetable consumers, based on their respective age categories, gender,
and their distribution by the relative quantity of vegetables consumed regularly (by their own
appreciation), may be observed in the Table 4.

It is important to notice that there are only 1.2% of the respondents who declare they do not eat
any vegetables, all of them being in the 20-24 years old category. Very low consumption of vegetables
is reported by 3.5% of the respondents, the most representative age category being the 40-44 years old.
The low and very high categories record the same moderate percentage of 19.6% in total respondents.
The 4549 age category has the highest number of respondents with low consumption of vegetables,
while the most representative category for the very high consumption of vegetables is the 30-34 years
old. The category registering a high consumption of vegetables is the most representative for all age
categories. The young categories, below 35 years old, record lower proportions of high vegetable
consumption than the older categories.

Considering gender differences, female respondents register higher percentages in the high and
very high categories, while male respondents register higher percentages in the lower consumption
categories. Therefore, at a first glance, the final hypothesis (H7) may be confirmed because female
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respondents have a higher consumption of vegetables than male respondents, without considering the
type of production, seasonality, or regionality.

Table 4. Self appreciated consumption of vegetables by gender and age categories.

No Vegetables (%)  Very Low (%) Low (%)  High (%)  Very High (%)

females 0.4 29 17.3 56.8 22.7
males 32 4.8 24.8 54.4 12.8
15-19 y.0 * 0.0 0.0 0.0 100.0 0.0
20-24 y.o 29 47 222 50.3 19.9
25-29 y.o 0.0 0.0 19.4 67.7 12.9
30-34y.0 0.0 0.0 21.1 474 31.6
35-39 y.o 0.0 53 10.5 63.2 21.1
4044 y.o 0.0 6.7 15.0 58.3 20.0
4549 y.0 0.0 0.0 23.2 60.7 16.1
50-54 y.o 0.0 29 17.1 57.1 229
54-59 y.o 0.0 0.0 0.0 75.0 25.0
60-64 y.o 0.0 0.0 0.0 83.3 16.7
>70y.0 0.0 0.0 100.0 0.0 0.0
Total 1.2 3.5 19.6 56.1 19.6

Source: authors’ calculations; * y.o: years old.

When speaking about the distribution of vegetable consumption by levels of income, an interesting
situation appears. The high and very high consumption of vegetables has the most answers in all income
categories. Yet, for the high consumption category, a significantly decreasing trend of consumption
is registered along with the increase in income. While for the very high consumption category the
same phenomenon is registered up until the 4001-5000 lei monthly income level, the 5001-6000 lei
and above 6000 lei per month the percentage of respondents in these categories is higher than in the
lower-income ones. In this case, income acts as a barrier in a high intake of vegetables for the lower and
middle-income categories, while high-income categories have a direct relationship between income
and the vegetable intake [14,39].

Combined with the distribution between female and male respondents and sustainability-related
purchasing criteria considered for this study, it turns out that females are more considerate regarding the
type of production (organic/conventional) and the provenance country, 13% of the female respondents
and 12% of the male respondents see this as very important criteria. Thirty-three percent of the female
respondents and 44% of the male respondents take into consideration where the products were grown
(greenhouse/open-air). Yet, when it comes to local provenance, 77% of the females and 67% of the
males report that they have a high preference for Romanian vegetables.

Based on these results, the seventh hypothesis (H7) is only partially confirmed. Female respondents
have a higher preference for vegetables than men, but not due to sustainability principles.
Considering sustainability criteria, men appear to have different priorities than women when considering
some sustainability principles related to production type or regionality when they choose their vegetables.
This confirms other studies in the field, which consider the differences within gender and age-related
to vegetable consumption, proving that there are differences between men and women in what regards
the vegetable choice [96,110-113]. Considering the study conducted by Piester et al. [97], the results
support this study, due to the fact that without previously specifying which choice is more sustainable,
the sustainability principles of vegetable choice do not differ between men and women, while the presence
of the “ecologic production” option generates differences between gender choices.

The differences between sustainability principles may be generated not only by gender but also
by age differences. Therefore, in Table 5 the distribution of respondents by age and sustainability
principles in vegetable consumption is presented.
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Table 5. Importance of sustainability criteria in the consumption pattern by age.

15-19 20-24 25-29 30-34 35-39 40-44 45-49 50-54 54-59 60-64 >70

* + « % « * « + * « «  Total
y-o. y.o. y-o. y.o. y.o. y.o. y.o. y.o. y.o. y-o. y.o.

Where they were produced Mi* 0.0 19.6 34 0.9 17 37 29 32 0.2 0.9 0.2 37.2
(open air, green house etc) (%) Li* 0.0 6.2 1.2 0.9 0.5 19 1.2 0.2 0.0 0.0 0.0 124
How they were produced Mi* 0.0 3.4 0.5 0.2 0.5 34 1.9 19 0.2 0.5 0.2 13.1
ecologic/conventional (%) Li* 0.0 29 0.7 0.7 0.2 17 0.9 0.5 0.0 0.0 0.0 7.9
Production country (%) Mi* 0.0 2.9 0.5 14 0.7 3.4 1.2 17 0.2 0.2 0.2 129
Li* 0.0 7.6 0.5 0.7 0.5 17 27 0.7 0.2 0.0 0.0 14.8

Consumption of local Not at all 100.0 82 32 0.0 0.0 0.0 3.6 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 45
rove}:lance (%) A little 0.0 269 25.8 211 10.5 25.0 33.9 25.7 0.0 16.7 0.0 25.8

P Alot 0.0 64.9 71.0 789 89.5 75.0 62.5 74.3 100.0 83.3 100.0 69.7
Consumption of international Not at all 0.0 9.4 9.7 10.5 53 8.3 71 0.0 25.0 0.0 100.0 82
fovenance (%) A little 0.0 63.7 45.2 73.7 73.7 71.7 55.4 85.7 75.0 100.0 0.0 65.5

P Alot 100.0 26.9 45.2 15.8 21.1 20.0 37.5 14.3 0.0 0.0 0.0 26.3

Source: authors’ calculations; * M i: most important; L i: least important; y.o: years old.

The respondents were asked to classify by importance some vegetable choice criteria that may be
considered in a sustainable diet [29,30] without precisely specifying this aspect to the respondents.

When asked to provide a level of importance from 1 to 6, the respondents were less likely to
choose an extreme answer and preferred the middle levels. Yet, 19.6% of the respondents between 20
and 24 years old considered that where the vegetables are produced (greenhouse/open-air) is the most
important factor in their choice decision, while the other categories of age have percentages of less
than 5%. The same age category (2024 years old) provides the highest percentage of respondents
who consider this criterion as the least important in their choice decision (6.2%). The ecologic versus
conventional production of vegetables is the least important criterion for all age categories. Only 3.4%
in the 20-24 years old and 40-44 years old categories consider it as the most important when deciding
what vegetables to buy, while 2.9% of the respondents between 20 and 24 years old see this as the least
important aspect. Considering the country of provenance, the respondents were again reluctant in
offering an extreme answer. The highest percentage of people considering this to be an important
criterion is 3.4% in the 40-44 years old category, while 7.6% of the respondents in the 20-24 years old
category see this as the least important.

When given fewer options to choose from, the respondents changed their opinions. Most respondents,
in all age categories, consider that consuming vegetables of local provenance is especially important.
The age categories representing adults (more than 35 years old) have a higher percentage than the youth for
considering this criterion. When considering the consumption of vegetables of international provenance,
the respondents were realistic, based on the purchasing options available in Romania, where important
amounts of vegetables are imported [114]. Even if the preferred answer by all age groups is “a little”,
meaning that the respondents are trying to avoid imported vegetables, 45.2% of the 2529 years old
category declares that they mostly consume imported vegetables, due to the high availability all year,
followed by 37.5% of the 4549 age category and 26.9% of the 20-24 years old category.

Based on these results, the first hypothesis (H1) is infirmed. All age categories declare they have a
high consumption of vegetables, so a significant difference by age categories is not applicable for this
study, but an income-based one is relevant. The sustainability principles took into consideration for
this study demonstrate that the youth do not have a more sustainable choice of vegetables than the
elderly, but the opposite. The elderly respondents tend to consider consuming vegetables from local
production more, even if they do not have high consideration for ecological production and the type of
crops. The choice of locally grown vegetables is the most common form of expressing their sustainable
choice for the respondents, correlating the results with the study of Vermeir et al. [91], and confirming
the results of Voinea et al. [37] that environmental concern is not yet developed in the conscience of the
Romanian consumer. Furthermore, the results suggest that the social aspect of sustainability [26] is the
most pregnant one in the Romanian consumers’ conscience as buying local vegetables is a direct aid
for the local producers. These results cannot confirm Bumbac et al. [38] since the age differences in
preferring organic and local vegetables are not significant, nevertheless, they are encouraging given
the fact that there are promoters of a sustainable diet in every age category.
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In Table 6, the frequency declared by the respondents for purchasing vegetables is taken into
consideration. Considering the dietary guidelines, a frequent purchasing pattern that would ensure
vegetable freshness is expected, especially for respondents with higher incomes.

Table 6. Purchasing frequency based on income.

Daily (%) 2-3 Times/Week (%) Once/Week (%) Occasionally (%)
InSe.Outof  Anse mse ONof  Ause mse O Anse. mse ONf anse
e. Se. Se. S
<1000lei* 750 462 125 269 462 269 50.0 38 63 33 66.7 0.0
10072000 g7 500 94 283 500 217 19.2 80.8 0.0 214 57.1 214
20003000 g8 116 181 389 416 195 25 66.2 113 333 615 5.1
30011;*000 59.4 460 156 280 460 260 321 500 17.9 385 615 0.0
40011;_’000 818 286 0.0 476 286 238 235 471 294 400 400 200
50011;6000 583 36.4 a7 364 36.4 273 0.0 833 16.7 0.0 0.0 0.0
>6000 lei 56.3 360 313 28.0 360 360 231 385 385 167 66.7 16.7
Total 671 25 174 39 25 236 254 605 141 315 60.7 7.9

Source: authors’ calculations; *: season (s), lei: RON (Romanian currency).

The income is an important factor in the purchasing pattern, even for food products, and is
determined as a barrier by other studies [39]. It is easy to see that for respondents with lower incomes,
the most frequent purchase of vegetables is encountered in-season when the availability of products is
higher, and the prices are lower. The purchasing frequency declines for the lower-income categories
when the vegetables run out of season. Of the respondents, 66.7% with less than 1000 lei and 57.1% of
the respondents with 1000 to 2000 lei incomes buy vegetables only occasionally when out of season.
The same trend is registered for respondents in the other income categories, but the differences between
daily in-season and out of season purchases are smaller, except for the 4001-5000 lei income category,
where the occasional purchases are the most balanced, no matter the season. Yet, the daily out of
season vegetable purchases record a higher percentage for the lower-income categories than for the
higher ones. It may be due to the fact that vegetables are a cheaper category of food, more accessible
to lower-income categories [13]. Yet, seasonality turns out to be a sustainability aspect respected by
the respondents.

For this study, a vegetable purchasing pattern based on income categories cannot be specifically
determined. All income categories have a more frequent purchase when vegetables are in-season and
decrease in frequency within colder seasons. Therefore, these results do not confirm the claims that
higher incomes are necessary for vegetable-based diets [26,39], but they contradict them showing that
the frequency of purchase is not solely an income-dependent variable.

Table 7 presents the distribution of respondents by age and their claimed willingness to pay for
vegetables that have ecologic or organic certification, are of better quality, or are of local provenance.

Table 7. Willingness to pay for sustainable vegetables by age.

15-19 20-24 25-29 30-34 35-39 40-44 4549 50-54 54-59 60-64 >70

Criteria for Sustainable Vegetables . Total
y.o. y.0. y.o0. y.o. y.o. y.o. y.o. y.0. y.0. y.o. y.o.

1. Ecologic produced and certified (%) 0.0 8.6 17 0.5 0.2 2.7 2.4 29 0.2 0.5 0.0 20.1
2. Are of superior quality (%) 0.0 19.1 2.7 0.7 2.2 7.2 8.1 3.7 0.2 0.5 0.2 449
3. Local provenance (%) 0.0 24 0.7 0.9 0.5 0.7 0.7 0.7 0.0 0.0 0.0 6.9
1 and 2 (%) 0.0 6.7 0.5 0.2 0.2 12 0.7 0.2 0.0 0.0 0.0 9.9
1 and 3 (%) 0.0 0.5 0.2 0.2 0.5 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 14
2 and 3 (%) 0.0 1.2 0.9 0.5 0.0 0.5 0.2 0.5 0.0 0.2 0.0 42
1,2 and 3 (%) 0.0 3.7 0.7 14 0.9 12 12 0.2 0.5 0.0 0.0 10.1

Source: authors’ calculations; * y.o: years old

The most important criterion for paying a higher price is the “superior quality”, a criterion that
has been put in the questionnaire for comparing clear sustainability criteria to relative ones that are
hard to pinpoint by respondents. Even so, this relative higher quality has been preferred by most of
the respondents in all age categories.
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Considering the ecologically produced vegetables, 8.6% of the total number of respondents are
aged between 20 and 24 years old and are willing to pay more for them, 2.4% of the respondents,
in the same age category, would be willing to pay more for local vegetables. The combination between
ecologic certification and local production raised the littlest interest for all age categories, only 0.5% of
the respondents (ages between 20 and 24 years old and 50 to 54 years old) are willing to pay more for
these products.

The third hypothesis (H3) is confirmed, the younger age categories have a slightly higher willingness
to pay for more sustainable vegetables. However, they do not know, very well, what are the quality criteria
that should be considered in their choice, confirming the studies that claim a significant need for education
towards sustainable and healthy consumption patterns [76,77]. Based on these results, the results of [38]
are confirmed, younger consumers having a higher interest in local and organic grown food.

Developing on the purchasing pattern for the respondents to this study, the possible differences
between age categories are presented in Table 8.

Table 8. Purchasing preferences by age.

15-19 20-24 25-29 30-34 35-39 40-44 45-49 50-54 54-59 60-64 >70

Source Freq Total
y.o. y.o. y.o. y.o. y-0. y-0. y-0. y-0. y-0. y-0. y.o.
1 0.0 29.2 38.7 421 263 317 429 429 75.0 0.0 0.0 33.7
Own 2 0.0 269 25.8 26.3 21.1 28.3 10.7 114 0.0 333 0.0 228
production 3 100.0 18.1 6.5 10.5 36.8 18.3 16.1 17.1 25.0 50.0 0.0 18.1
(%) 4 0.0 12.3 9.7 5.3 5.3 11.7 25.0 14.3 0.0 16.7 0.0 13.2
5 0.0 13.5 19.4 15.8 10.5 10.0 5.4 14.3 0.0 0.0 1000 122
1 0.0 19.9 19.4 36.8 15.8 21.7 26.8 5.7 0.0 0.0 0.0 19.9
Local 2 0.0 26.3 25.8 15.8 263 25.0 21.4 25.7 25.0 16.7 0.0 24.6
producers 3 0.0 21.6 16.1 21.1 31.6 25.0 232 31.4 50.0 16.7 0.0 233
(%) 4 0.0 22.8 32.3 26.3 21.1 23.3 25.0 28.6 0.0 50.0 0.0 24.6
5 100.0 9.4 6.5 0.0 5.3 5.0 3.6 8.6 25.0 16.7 1000 7.7
1 0.0 11.1 6.5 5.3 53 5.0 3.6 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 6.9
Food 2 0.0 13.5 9.7 263 263 16.7 14.3 20.0 50.0 0.0 0.0 15.6
markets (%) 3 0.0 24.6 19.4 31.6 31.6 183 21.4 25.7 0.0 16.7 0.0 23.1
4 0.0 304 452 36.8 21.1 38.3 50.0 429 25.0 33.3 0.0 36.2
5 100.0 20.5 19.4 0.0 15.8 21.7 10.7 11.4 25.0 50.0 1000 181
1 0.0 15.8 6.5 31.6 15.8 18.3 16.1 114 25.0 16.7 0.0 15.9
Convenience 2 0.0 15.2 29.0 10.5 15.8 21.7 19.6 229 25.0 333 0.0 18.6
stores (%) 3 0.0 27.5 16.1 31.6 36.8 233 35.7 37.1 0.0 16.7 0.0 28.0
4 100.0 28.7 25.8 21.1 31.6 30.0 19.6 14.3 50.0 333 0.0 26.3
5 0.0 12.9 22.6 5.3 0.0 6.7 8.9 14.3 0.0 0.0 1000 112
1 0.0 7.0 3.2 5.3 0.0 8.3 1.8 29 0.0 0.0 0.0 52
Supermarkets 2 0.0 9.4 12.9 10.5 53 8.3 12.5 14.3 0.0 16.7 0.0 10.2
%) 3 0.0 10.5 0.0 15.8 15.8 8.3 7.1 25.7 0.0 50.0 0.0 11.2
4 0.0 29.2 452 36.8 47.4 36.7 39.3 28.6 50.0 16.7 0.0 34.0
5 100.0 43.9 387 316 31.6 383 39.3 28.6 50.0 16.7 1000 395
1 100.0 725 64.5 84.2 789 80.0 91.1 88.6 100.0 100.0 0.0 78.4
Online stores 2 0.0 10.5 19.4 15.8 5.3 6.7 3.6 8.6 0.0 0.0 0.0 9.2
(%) 3 0.0 47 3.2 0.0 15.8 5.0 5.4 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 45
4 0.0 41 3.2 0.0 0.0 5.0 0.0 29 0.0 0.0 0.0 3.0
5 0.0 8.2 9.7 0.0 0.0 3.3 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 1000 5.0
1 0.0 59.6 54.8 84.2 63.2 71.7 76.8 543 75.0 83.3 0.0 64.5
2 0.0 13.5 29.0 10.5 15.8 11.7 16.1 28.6 0.0 16.7 0.0 15.9
En-gros (%) 3 100.0 11.7 32 5.3 10.5 13.3 1.8 114 25.0 0.0 0.0 9.7
4 0.0 6.4 6.5 0.0 10.5 1.7 5.4 5.7 0.0 0.0 0.0 52
5 0.0 8.8 6.5 0.0 0.0 1.7 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 1000 4.7

Source: authors’ calculations; Legend: 1: Not at all; 2: Verry rare; 3: Rare; 4: Often; 5: Very often. The highest and
lowest values are in bold.

Growing your own vegetables has become a recent trend, due to reasons such as security of
production, therapeutical activities, or leisure activities, but the economic component is not precisely
relevant to this trend [115,116]. Therefore, people who consume more vegetables from their own
production than from other sources are more likely to be occupied in agriculture, than for any other
reason. For this study, younger age categories have a higher percentage, reported to their age category,
for preferring vegetables from their own production.

Food markets and local producers have similar results, due to the fact that local producers are
often encountered in food markets and less in other types of selling facilities. The results do not show
any age generated patterns for choosing local producers and food markets, a fact that contradicts
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the previous claims of the respondents who preferred locally grown vegetables. Considering the
supermarket and the convenience store as a source for vegetables, there is a slightly higher preference
for it from the older age categories, while the online stores are only considered a source by the younger
categories. Additionally, purchasing in high quantities is an option for younger categories, and less for
older ones. Therefore, the fourth hypothesis (H4) is partially confirmed, there is a higher preference for
purchasing vegetables from supermarkets and convenience stores from older categories of respondents,
while the younger ones do not seem to prefer the local producers or the food markets in a significant
way. The results indicate that the Romanian consumers are not willing to sacrifice their time for seeking
locally grown vegetables in food markets or to identify local producers, but they expect them to be in
supermarkets, and on a smaller scale, online, therefore confirming previous studies [78].

An important component in developing a sustainable consumption pattern is learning how much
to buy to waste fewer products and learning ways of preparing them for prolonging their consumption
period, such as conservation. High availability of vegetables in-season might be equivalent to a higher
waste proportion, especially for higher-income categories where affordability is a smaller issue. In the
Table 9, the differences of wasted vegetables by income categories are presented.

Table 9. Percentage of wasted vegetables by season and income.

Criteria for

Sustainable Season <1000 Lei 1001-2000 2001-3000 3001-4000 4001-5000 5001-6000

>6000 Lei Total

Vegetables Lei Lei Lei Lei Lei
In season 26.5 16.9 212 26.1 345 316 21.6 233
10,

<10% Out of 294 22.0 34.6 319 414 421 243 31.8
season

In season 20.6 153 147 13.0 20.7 15.8 21.6 16.1

10% Out of 23.5 20.3 16.0 18.8 20.7 15.8 35.1 19.9
season

In season 20.6 20.3 34.0 23.2 10.3 21.1 27.0 26.1
20% Out of

17.6 16.9 2138 13.0 103 0.0 21.6 17.4
season

In season 11.8 13.6 141 18.8 241 53 18.9 154

30% Out of 147 13.6 115 203 13.8 10.5 10.8 13.6
season

In season 11.8 13.6 26 7.2 6.9 53 54 6.5

40% Out of 59 153 6.4 29 34 15.8 27 6.9
season

In season 2.9 5.1 4.5 43 3.4 5.3 0.0 4.0

50% Out of 29 8.5 51 29 34 53 0.0 45
season

In season 29 6.8 3.8 4.3 0.0 53 2.7 4.0

60% Out of 5.9 17 26 43 6.9 10.5 54 40
season

In season 29 8.5 5.1 2.9 0.0 10.5 2.7 4.7

70% Out of 0.0 17 19 58 0.0 0.0 0.0 2.0

season

Source: authors’ calculations. The highest and lowest values are in bold.

For the most desirable option, a waste of less than 10% of the purchased vegetables is the most
significant option for the lowest income category, followed by an approximate 10% waste. The increase
in waste is directly proportional to a decrease in respondents wasting that many vegetables. Yet,
more vegetables are wasted out of season than in-season by this category of age, as it is the case for all
age categories regarding wasting 10% or less from the total amount of vegetables purchased.

The proportions of wasted vegetables are higher for respondents in higher-income categories only
in what regards a waste below 40%. Above that level, the percentage of respondents who declare their
waste is lower than that are the low- and middle-income categories. The proportion of vegetables
wasted when out of season is overall lower than in-season.

The fifth hypothesis is confirmed if the waste below 40% is considered. People with higher
incomes have the tendency to waste more than people with low and middle incomes when it comes
to vegetables. For levels of waste above 40% of the respondents in each income category are similar,
but their percentage is considerably low, given the number of respondents in each category. Considering
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the vegetable waste pattern for the respondents and previous studies [57], the Romanian vegetable
consumers do not have a significantly unsustainable diet. As is, their tendency to waste little is a
sustainable one that needs further improvement.

Table 10 presents the distribution of respondents by income categories and by the importance
they give to purchasing criteria, other than sustainability-related ones.

Table 10. Importance of criteria in the purchasing decision of vegetables by income

Importance <1000  1001-2000 2001-3000 3001-4000 4001-5000 5001-6000 >6000

Criteria Level * Lei Lei Lei Lei Lei Lei Lei

1 1.7 4.0 5.7 2.5 1.2 0.5 15

2 1.7 3.7 4.7 3.7 1.2 0.0 1.7

Price (° 3 2.2 3.5 134 5.2 2.5 1.2 3.0
rice (%)

4 2.0 2.0 9.7 2.5 15 1.0 1.2

5 0.5 1.5 2.0 3.0 0.7 1.0 1.2

6 0.2 0.0 3.2 0.2 0.0 1.0 0.5

1 2.7 6.7 12.9 6.7 4.2 2.0 4.7

2 1.2 3.0 3.2 2.5 0.5 0.2 0.5

Quality (%) 3 1.2 1.5 4.5 2.0 1.0 0.5 0.5

4 2.0 2.2 114 3.5 1.0 12 15

5 1.0 0.7 3.0 1.0 0.5 0.2 0.7

6 0.2 0.5 3.7 1.5 0.0 0.5 1.2

1 1.5 1.7 4.7 0.5 0.5 0.7

2 0.7 1.0 4.2 2.7 0.5 0.2 1.2

Promotions 3 1.2 3.2 6.0 2.7 2.0 0.5 1.2

(%) 4 0.7 2.5 2.7 2.2 1.2 0.2 15

5 1.0 1.2 5.5 2.0 0.7 0.7 2.0

6 3.2 5.0 15.6 6.2 2.2 2.5 2.5

Source: authors’ calculations; * 1 is the most important; 6 is the least important. The highest and lowest values are
in bold.

Calculated as a percentage of the total number of respondents, the answers to this question
show that the middle-income category has the highest interest in criteria related to price, quality,
and promotions for vegetables. Price is determined as more important for the low-income categories,
along with promotions, while the higher income categories declare them as not important criteria and
prefer the quality of their purchased vegetables. Quality is appreciated through sensorial evaluation
(color, aspect, freshness, taste). Among these, freshness provides valuable insights, due to the fact that
fresh-looking vegetables might be produced in a closer area, receive fewer treatments for preservation,
and be transported over a smaller distance, therefore they should be more sustainable. Almost half of
the respondents consider freshness as an important criterion in the purchasing decision, followed by
taste, looks, and color. It is important to mention that the appreciation of freshness in the purchasing
decision increases along with the age of the respondents.

Therefore, the sixth hypothesis considered for this study is confirmed, a higher level of income
generates more appreciation for the quality of the purchased vegetables than their price or available
offers. In this case, presenting the sustainable vegetables as of higher quality through specific labeling
would offer the consumers the option of easily identifying them in stores or markets and, therefore,
satisfy their need for quality purchases while having a sustainable diet, an idea that correlates with
previous studies [85,101].

5. Conclusions

The present study contributes to determining whether the Romanian food consumers have the
possibility of following the dietary recommendations regarding vegetable consumption. This was done
by constructing an extensive image of the current stage of vegetable consumption of a respondent
sample that is significant for the population with ages above 15 years old.
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The respondents to this study appreciate their vegetable consumption as very important in their
diets, female respondents had a higher consumption of vegetables than male respondents while
considering the age distribution, the majority appreciates having a high or very high vegetable intake.
Considering sustainability-related criteria in the choice and consumption of vegetables, the respondents
demonstrate that they do not have a conscious environmental concern, validating previous results in
the field [37]. Yet, their choices, while uneducated towards sustainability, do have some natural or
unconscious sustainability reasoning that might be used in a conscious guiding towards sustainable
food choices and diets. For example, the respondents are more inclined to choose a locally produced
vegetable that is in-season than an imported vegetable also in-season, but they are limited in their choice
by the high availability and sometimes higher affordability of imported vegetables all-year-round.
Therefore, favoring a higher availability for the locally produced vegetables at affordable prices in
colder seasons would contribute to developing the sustainable behavior of Romanian consumers.

Around 50% of the respondents are guided by freshness when evaluating vegetable quality,
therefore another sustainability criterion is used by the consumers without knowing to associate it with
a new consumption pattern, but to common sense. Yet, middle to higher income categories validates
the assumptions according to which a meat-based diet is a form of showing social status. Therefore,
targeted messages for these income categories might contribute to changing this perception.

Younger age categories seem to have an increased preference for local producers and food markets
than older age categories. Favoring local producers in selling their vegetables in supermarkets or
convenience stores might generate an increase in choosing local vegetables for people with little time
for shopping and for older age categories.

The respondents to this study are not characterized by an acknowledged sustainability purchasing
behavior when it comes to their vegetable consumption, but that does not mean they have a totally
unsustainable consumption. Guided by income and time availability restrictions, by emotional choice
when it comes to “ecologic” labels, by health principles, social responsibility or simple vegetable
availability manifested through seasonality, the respondents take the unconscious sustainable choice
when purchasing vegetables, because it probably serves their nutritional, social, economic, and even
psychological needs.

Yet, the general preferences of consumers and their tendencies towards sustainability reach certain
breaking points when the regular pattern of consumption loses all shape. Such a breaking point is the
recently encountered COVID-19 pandemic, a situation that differs from other world crises through
its novelty and unexpected implications. As statistics pointed out, one of the common reactions
of the consumers was to stock up on food products with long expiration terms. The unnecessary
quantities of food bought at the beginning of the pandemic had soon become waste. These consumption
abnormalities have disastrous effects especially on small producers which rely on their daily customers
for continuing their activity.

While some producers looked to the digital market for continuing their activity, others have not
had the possibility to do so and their small business faced insolvency.

At the national level, the budget underwent structure modifications to support the health system
and provide a safety net for people who lost their business or jobs. Yet, support programs for small
farmers or specific vegetables were sacrificed, at the expense of threatening food security.

Acting upon these common-sense sustainable choices of the respondents should be a priority
for Romanian policymakers to favor accessibility to local and seasonal vegetables at fair prices.
They should also increase the visibility for these products and provide national campaigns for
increasing the consumer knowledge on the possibility of consciously choosing sustainable vegetables
and having a sustainable consumption pattern, even in times of crisis. It is interesting to see that
in a world that claims to be seeking normality and has an ocean of open information available,
the common-sense actions, such as consuming local fresh vegetables for supporting both the immune
system and the small producers, are not considered while we wait for a universal cure.
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