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Abstract

:

In Romania, there is an emerging market of dairy products delivered through short food supply chains. Although this distribution system has existed since the communist period, and even though more than three decades have passed since then, the market fails to be mature, subject to taxation, or achieve a high diversity in terms of dairy categories, with a consolidated marketing culture that has significant effects on the regional socio-economic environment. The aim of this study was to observe whether the Corona Virus Disease of 2019 (COVID-19) crisis has influenced consumer behavior regarding dairy products delivered directly from producers in Suceava County, Romania. The research is based on a survey conducted between April and May, 2020, and the analysis relies on both quantitative and qualitative methods (namely, anthropological and ethnographic). From the provided responses, it a change was observed in the future buying behavior on short food supply chains, in a positive sense. One of the key findings was that family represents the main environment for passing on the values that influence the buying behavior. Another key finding was that the behavioral changes on the short food supply chains exert pressure on their digital transformations.
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1. Introduction


Healthy and sustainable food is one of the most important challenges the modern human is facing currently [1]. Quality of life and environmental protection are increasingly reflected in consumer concerns, influencing purchasing behavior. During major health crises, purchasing behavior can be threatened as epidemics and pandemics have always had negative effects on food production, distribution chains, and food consumption [2,3,4,5,6]. At present, humanity is facing a new health crisis, the Corona Virus Disease of 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic, which has direct effects on food security, especially for the financially disadvantaged people or populations [7,8,9,10].



Food systems are defined as the sum of actors (farmers, processors, traders, consumers, etc.), and their interactions along the various stages of the food value chain, such as production, storage, processing, transportation, distribution, etc. [11]. The COVID-19 pandemic has particularly affected these interactions.



A challenge in the short term will be to match short food supply chains with local demand and consumer needs [12]. An interesting point of discussion would be to scale-up the urban farming to reduce food-miles and to increase accessibility and resilience of urban production [12].



Changing consumption patterns increases stock in retail chains [13], but also at the consumer level, changing the share of commodities like fresh food, exponential growth in online deliveries, restrictions on the movement of goods [14], insufficient labor due to border closures, syncopes in the agro-industrial processing sector, the closure of the economic agents from HORECA, but also of the schools, restaurants, and catering services, are the main problems generated by this crisis in agriculture in most European countries.



The Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) argues that the COVID-19 pandemic has significantly influenced the short food supply food chains (SFSCs) in terms of both supply and demand [15]. The dairy subsector, an important segment of the global economy, has also been affected by the COVID-19 pandemic, mainly due to the measures taken at the local or regional level to protect the population. However, world milk production has demonstrated resilience so far, and there are indicators showing a slight increase in 2020 [16].



The aim of the present study was to analyze the influence of the COVID-19 pandemic on the buying behavior of dairy products purchased directly from producers in Suceava County of Romania during the state of emergency (16 March–15 May 2020). The goal was to observe whether the COVID-19 crisis has influenced the consumers’ behavior regarding dairy products delivered directly from producers in Suceava County, Romania. The research is based on a survey conducted in the first quarantined area from Romania, and the analysis relies on both quantitative and qualitative methods (namely, anthropological and ethnographic).



1.1. Suceava County during COVID-19


Suceava County is situated in the North-Eastern part of Romania, on the border with Ukraine, and it is the second-largest county in Romania with an area of 8553.5 square kilometers [17]. On the 1 January 2020, 764,123 people (3.44% of Romania’s population) resided in Suceava County, out of which approximately 44% lived in an urban area (5 municipalities and 11 cities) and 56% lived in a rural area (98 municipalities). The distribution of the population by age categories, expressed as a percentage, is as follows: 22% of the population is under 19 years old, 22% is between 19 and 34 years old, 23% is between 35 and 49 years old, 18% is between 50 and 64 years old, and 15% is over 65. Therefore, nearly 62% of the population falls into the category of active population (20–64 years old) (Table 1).



In Romania, the COVID-19 pandemic manifested itself most intensely in Suceava County (Figure 1), with an exponential increase in the number of confirmed cases, reaching 3386 cases on 15 May 2020, which represents 20.6% of the total cases per country.



During the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, part of the population of Suceava County (Suceava municipality and neighboring communes) was quarantined, under the effect of military ordinances issued by the Government of Romania [19]. During that period, important changes in terms of human mobility took place in Romania as follows: visits to shops and other leisure trips decreased by over 85%, going shopping decreased by 65%, travel to work decreased by over 48%, while remaining in residential space increased by more than 17% [20]. On 15 May 2020, the state of emergency in Romania was formally terminated, and the state of alert was established. The quarantine in Suceava County ceased at the same date, and this measure relaxed the activity and mobility of the population [21].





[image: Table] 





Table 2. Socio-demographic profile of respondents.






Table 2. Socio-demographic profile of respondents.





	Gender
	Frequency
	Valid Percent



	Female
	274
	61.3



	Male
	173
	38.7



	Total
	447
	100.0



	Age range
	Frequency
	Valid Percent



	19–34
	138
	30.9



	35–49
	204
	45.6



	50–64
	87
	19.5



	Over 65
	18
	4.0



	Total
	447
	100.0



	Marital status
	Frequency
	Valid Percent



	Married
	338
	75.6



	Single
	109
	24.4



	Total
	447
	100.0



	People in your household
	Frequency
	Valid Percent



	1
	30
	6.7



	2
	120
	26.8



	3
	133
	29.8



	4
	121
	27.1



	5
	33
	7.4



	6
	6
	1.3



	7
	4
	0.9



	Total
	447
	100.0



	Education
	Frequency
	Valid Percent



	Middle School
	10
	2.2



	High School
	43
	9.6



	Bachelor‘s Degree
	220
	49.2



	Master’s Degree
	157
	35.1



	PhD
	17
	3.8



	Total
	447
	100.0








Suceava County was chosen as a study area for several reasons. Firstly, it was the most affected county in Romania, with the highest number of confirmed cases at the beginning of the pandemic. Secondly, Suceava city and its neighboring localities were the first quarantined in Romania. The fact that Suceava is a county with a rich tradition both in animal husbandry and preparation of dairy products was also an important factor. At the same time, Suceava has a special status in the North-East Development Region of Romania [23] from a socio-economic point of view, by contributing to the creation of regional and national Gross Domestic Product (GDP) and by the increased volume of remittances [24,25].




1.2. The Importance of Milk and Dairy Products in the Human Diet and Global Food System


Milk is generally acknowledged as a complete food that contains all the nutritional principles necessary for life, which is why it has been used by humans as food since time immemorial [26]. Due to this perception of a complete food product, milk has acquired a strong cultural imprint in the symbolic system of health [27,28]. As early as 1939, in the February issue of the Milk Magazine, it was mentioned the importance of milk: “This precious food must not be missing from the table of any good household” [29].



Dairy products have always had an important economic value, and this has led to a steady increase in production. According to Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD)-Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO) forecasts, world milk production will increase by 177 million tons by 2025 as compared to the level recorded in 2016 [30], and this increase will influence the long-term economic sustainability, farm efficiency, labor market, environment, and consumer society [31,32].



At the same time, dairying supports livelihoods. Publicly acknowledged by FAO, dairy animals are a regular source of food and cash for farmers, which is not the case with crops or meat. Moreover, dairy animals are a store of wealth and resilience: farmers can trade the livestock when they need to generate cash or use the livestock as a warranty for loans [33].



Milk production supports women’s empowerment as livestock is a popular asset among rural women in developing countries because animals are easier to acquire than land, for example. According to statistics, dairy cows are directly owned by women in 25% of cattle-keeping households, which implies that over 37 million dairy farms are female-headed [34]. Dairy often serves as the first stepping-stone for rural women to start consolidating a better place for themselves in society, especially in rural areas [35].




1.3. Dairy Production in Suceava County


Suceava County occupies a distinct place in the Romanian economy due to its natural diversity and existing resources. The topography of the county is divided as follows: mountain area 53%, plateau area 30%, and meadow area 17% [36,37].



Given that pastures and hayfields represent almost half of Suceava’s agricultural area, the pastoral potential is high, which makes cattle breeding the preferential agricultural activity in the area. In fact, animal breeding is an ancient occupation of the inhabitants in this area [38]. In 2018, Suceava County had the highest share (6.9% from total Romania) of cattle population in the country [39]. The dairy products made in the Dornelor Basin area are well-known and largely appreciated nationally and internationally as well. Animal husbandry in Suceava County is largely managed by small or micro-enterprises, usually individual holdings (96%) [39]. In 2018, there were 86,335 dairy cows in Suceava County, and a total production of 3035 tons of milk was produced that same year [40,41].



The marketing of milk and dairy products in Romania, including for consumers in Suceava County, is achieved through several distribution channels: supermarket/hypermarket chains and food stores, specialty stores, agri-food markets, online stores, and direct delivery to the consumer [42].




1.4. Brief Presentation of Short Food Supply Chains (SFSCs)


Overall, SFSCs are perceived as highly innovative and are on a continuous reinventing process within the developed economies. Romania has a long tradition in this respect as, during the communist period, SFSCs were a survival solution for most urban citizens who, for lack of food, had to get food supplies from their countryside relatives, friends, or small farmers.



The earliest research on SFSCs was carried out by Marsden and collaborators [43], who identified three types of SFSCs according to the relationship between the producer and consumer: (1) Face-to-face or via website; (2) spatial proximity, when products are locally retailed; (3) spatially extended, when retail and sales occur far away from the region of production. In all cases, the diffusion of relevant information differentiates products from commodities [43]. SFSCs are generally defined as “a system of production, processing, and marketing focused mainly on ecological and sustainable methods and means of agri-food production, in which economic activity is carried out and supervised in the region/area of production or its vicinity, generating economic, social, environmental and health benefits to the local communities” [44]. In the developed countries of the European Union, SFSCs have been rediscovered in the last 20 years and are seen as innovative solutions [44] not only for the promotion of healthy eating, support of local agriculture but also for the sustainable development of rural communities. In the food sector, citizen-centered innovations offer an opportunity to transform food systems by shifting power concentration and restoring autonomy in the individual’s relationship with food [45]. According to Butu et al. [46], SFSCs have been regarded as effective solutions for the survival of small local farmers during the COVID-19 pandemic.



During the COVID-19 sanitary crisis, complemented with the economic crisis, the conventional food chains were less affected due to effective measures applied at the European level (e.g., Green Lanes for agri-food and pharmaceutical products) [47]. The current health crisis has not turned into a real food crisis. The European food network has proved to be functional due to existing SFSCs within local communities.



The resilience to various crisis situations and especially the building of trusting relationships between local producers and final consumers are just some of the arguments to consider that the development of SFSCs will contribute to food safety and security. At the same time, the food provided by small local producers and processors through alternative chains is perceived to be healthier and contributes to the development of healthy eating behavior [48,49,50].



Although the literature has expanded considerably in the last decade, as evidenced by the numerous scientific articles on the subject, relatively few studies analyze short supply chains strictly in the dairy sector. A good example in this regard is provided by Sellitto et al. (2017), which analyzes some critical success factors of SFSCs in the milk and dairy sector from Italy and Brazil [49]. The authors identified some critical success factors that characterize SFSCs in the milk and dairy sector, such as:




	
environmentally friendly operations;



	
specificity of territorial brands;



	
direct and ethical relationships between producers and consumers;



	
organic production;



	
food safety and traceability, especially after the worldwide melamine milk scandal in 2008 [51];



	
cultural heritage;



	
consumer’s health;



	
local work;



	
cooperation;



	
pride.










2. Materials and Methods


2.1. Objective and Hypotheses


The objective of this study was to identify behavioral changes during the COVID-19 crisis among consumers of dairy products in the short food supply chains in Suceava County (Romania). To achieve this goal, three working hypotheses were formulated.



Hypothesis 1.

The COVID-19 crisis causes significant changes in the behavior of dairy consumers in the short supply chain.





Hypothesis 2.

Behavioral changes occur mainly for married consumers, family values having an important role in the individual reaction to the COVID-19 crisis.





Hypothesis 3.

Behavioral changes trigger digital transformation of short chains of dairy products distribution.






2.2. Methodology


The design of this research involves a mixed, quantitative, and qualitative methodology. In the first phase, a cross-sectional research was conducted based on a survey applied in Suceava County, Romania. Then, to refine the results, the quantitative analysis of the data was complemented with a qualitative interpretation of anthropological and ethnographic nature. Anthropological analysis of consumer research addresses the study of the social meaning of consumer behavior [52]. It is focused on understanding the relations between producers and consumers [53]. Marketing anthropologic research tackles the boundaries of traditional survey methods by asking questions and encourages the advancement of methods beyond scaled response metrics [54].



Ethnography is an investigation method focused on interpreting informal interviews with the aid of on-site observations [55].



All in one, anthropological interpretation is based on data of social behavior, while ethnographic interpretation relies on local data of the same behavior. Therefore, anthropologically informed ethnography is a suitable methodology when trying to understand how a product category fits into consumers’ decisions in real-time and describe their experiences contextually, holistically, and symbolically [56].




2.3. Data Collection


The questionnaire underlying this study was applied in Suceava County between 10 April and 15 May 2020. It was applied online, by email, and on the social media platform Facebook (the most used social media app in Romania). The survey was conducted according to the current market research standards and general data protection regulations. The participants were informed about the objective of the research and were assured that the data collected would only be used for scientific purposes. To ensure the anonymity of the participants, no personal identification data were collected.



The questionnaire included four categories of questions. The first category comprised eight questions aiming to identify the socio-demographic profile of the respondents (age, marital status, gender, education, number of people in the household, county, and locality). The second category included three questions intending to identify the respondents who bought dairy products before the COVID crisis (16 March 2020), during the emergency state, and those who declared that they would buy after the end of the crisis. The third category asked the question regarding the favorite type of dairy products preferred by the respondents. The last category comprised five questions related to the preferred way of ordering, the frequency of placing orders, the minimum value of the order, and the payment method. A total of 465 questionnaires were received, out of which 460 interventions were validated as complete. Only 447 responses were used in the analysis, representing respondents who stated that they were interested in purchasing dairy products directly from producers, with home delivery.



The data were compiled, tabulated, and analyzed in accordance with the hypothesis of the study and the argumentative scheme. To better visualize and process the data collected, the following software was used: Excel software (version 365, Microsoft Corporation, Redmond, WA, USA), IBM SPSS Statistics (Version 21.0, IBM SPSS Statistics, Armonk, NY, USA) [57], and R Programming software (version 1.1.456; free software from the R. foundation, R Foundation for Statistical Computing, Vienna, Austria) [58,59,60,61,62,63].





3. Results


3.1. Primary Data Analysis


In order to respond to the hypotheses of this study, the primary data analysis aimed at:




	
identifying the main data of the sociodemographic profile of the respondents (Table 2);



	
identifying the main data on consumer behavior (Table 3);



	
identifying the main data regarding the frequency of purchase, according to the categories of dairy products purchased (Table 4);



	
identifying the main data on the digital purchasing behavior of respondents (Table 5).








In Table 2, it can be seen that 61% of respondents are women, 76% of respondents are married, 65% are from households where between 2 and 4 people live, and at least 73% have High School or Bachelor’s Degree. By comparing the age categories of the respondents with the age categories of the inhabitants from the analyzed area (Table 1), the following percentage data resulted: respondents ranging between 19 and 34 years old represent 0.081% (of the total population from the same age category), those aged between 35 and 49 represent 0.115%, those included in the 50–64 category represent 0.065%, and those over 65 years old are merely 0.016%. The batch of the questionnaire represents 0.058% of the population of Suceava County. The number of valid answers is greater than the sample size (384), the confidence level is 95%, and the error margin is 5% for the total population in the case study area.



Table 3 shows that most of the respondents (90%) prefer to choose the ordered products themselves, 59% prefer to buy the products based on a monthly subscription, most of the respondents buy weekly and once every two weeks (69%), 53% prefer cash payment, 23% bought using this system before the onset of the lockdown as well, 30% bought during the crisis, and 70% say they will buy using this system after the crisis.



Table 4 shows that most respondents prefer to buy dairy products using this system as follows: 77% buy milk, 97% buy cheese, 62% buy yogurt, 73% buy sour cream, and 56% buy butter.



Table 5 describes the channels preferred by consumers to be informed about the supply of dairy products available through direct purchase from producers. Thus, it is observed that most respondents do not feel comfortable with direct presentation systems (only 1% prefer the phone presentation and only 1% prefer direct contact). In this context, the favorite channels are Facebook (58%) and Website (42%).



Table 6 presents the preferred channels to order dairy products directly from producers. According to the recorded frequencies, the preferred channel is phone (50%), followed by online platform order (41%), online form order (38%), and Facebook (33%).




3.2. Results on Hypothesis 1. The COVID-19 Crisis Causes Significant Changes in the Behavior of Dairy Consumers in Short Food Supply Chains


To challenge Hypothesis 1, the first thing to do is to have a look at the series of data on purchasing preference before the onset of the state of emergency, during the crisis, and after the end of the crisis. In Figure 2, the pie chart on the left represents the frequency distribution of those who bought dairy products directly from the producer before the onset of the state of emergency. The pie chart in the middle shows the distribution of those who bought dairy products in this system after the onset of the state of emergency. The pie chart on the right also shows the distribution of respondents’ preferences to buy or not in this system after the end of the crisis.



Figure 2 shows a non-significant variation between the purchasing preferences in this system before the onset of the state of emergency and those during the crisis. The increase is only 7 percent. In addition, out of the 134 (30%) respondents who bought using this system after the onset of the state of emergency, only 67 (14%) bought before the onset of the state of emergency. This particular behavior is present for only 14% of respondents. The other respondents turn out to be only occasional buyers. This result contradicts Hypothesis 1—“The COVID-19 crisis causes significant changes in the behavior of dairy consumers in short food supply chains”. In contrast, it is to be noted that the percentage of those who say they will buy dairy in this system after overcoming the crisis is 70%, which is a significant variation (Figure 2).



To better understand these seemingly contradictory data, anthropological and ethnographic interpretations are suitable. Accordingly, from an anthropological point of view, when dealing with projections in the future as the expectations are influenced (either positively or negatively) by the information received and the contextual situation [64]. Thus, it is to remember that since the onset of this pandemic general public has been largely exposed to the idea that in order to survive the contemporary society must change in the sense of a greater concern for nature and health. Therefore, we are also dealing with a behavioral reaction in the sense of the desire to change the lifestyle both individually and collectively.



An in-depth-insight into the sociology of the dairy market in the Suceava area resulted from the ethnographical analysis. It should be noted that, in Romania (and by extension, in Suceava County), there is not a very large diversity of dairy categories, and the processed dairy products with longer shelf life are little represented. The primary or semi-prepared products with a short shelf life (milk, yogurt, cream, fresh cheese) are the main diary source present on the market shelves. The offer for these products is diverse in the retail system and the consumer’s desire to ensure food safety (as a family value) determines the buying decision.



It may be concluded that non-significant behavioral changes occur. Significant differences appear in terms of values through the future projections made by consumers when this crisis eventually comes to an end. Thus, there is a real potential for change in this market, and it can be exploited by implementing strategies and policies of branding, by working towards increasing awareness on healthy food education and increasing confidence in short food supply chains. This potential is also shown in a previous paper [65] built on a questionnaire of a similar structure, but focused on the behavior of buyers of fresh vegetables directly from the producers.




3.3. Results on Hypothesis 2. Behavioral Changes Occur Mainly for Married Consumers, with Family Values Playing an Important Role in the Individual Reaction to the COVID-19 Crisis


In contemporary society, the family is perceived as the basic cell of society [66], and family relations are strong. However, in Romania (including Suceava County), the extended family model differs from other cultures such as Italy, Spain, Brazil, Chile, and Colombia [15]. While the usual family comprising spouses and children often lives with grandparents in Italy, Spain, Chile, Colombia, this is less common in Romania. Despite the previous statement, social behavior focuses on the values of the family.



This becomes clearer in Figure 3. Married consumers prefer to buy dairy products directly from the producer more frequently than unmarried consumers (weekly and twice a week). This is a specific behavior, meaning that it works based on a pattern. In addition, as long as healthy eating behavior is one of the fundamental values in the private space of a family [42], the purchase of dairy products directly from the producer is perceived as a solution for compliance with these values.



An anthropological interpretation could go even further. In the cluster of married respondents, it may be stated that there is a higher confidence in dairy products delivered directly from producers. This is mainly because dairy products are perceived as healthy food and, consequently, they should be included in the children’s diet. At the same time, recent studies suggest that frequent family meals are not enough to improve diet quality [67,68]; thus, it is important to look beyond the frequency of family meals by focusing on the context and nature of the meal [67,69]. In this sense, at the level of the family cell, including the purchase of quality products in the supply chain can contribute to diet quality and thus the maintenance of the health of the family.



Figure 4 shows that within the purchasing system directly from the producer, respondents in the single category (N = 109) buy cheese (95%), milk (72%), sour cream (70%), and yogurt (61%). Married respondents (N = 338) state that they prefer the following product categories: cheese (98%), milk (78%), sour cream (74%), and yogurt (62%). Preferences have similar values in both clusters of respondents (single and married). This fact, from an ethnographic point of view, proves that there is a symbolic system of acquisition common to all respondents. In other words, all respondents claim a common gastronomic culture, sharing common values, which determine a similar purchasing behavior through their attitudes.



This common purchasing behavior can be better understood through ethnographic data related to food nutrition. From an anthropological point of view, dairy products are considered healthy foods globally, being recommended especially for dietary calcium intake [70]. Ethnographically, however, there are some specific differences. Milk is a basic element in daily purchases and has an important dietary role, especially in children [71]. Milk is often consumed at breakfast. Cheese is consumed throughout the day, at breakfast, lunch, and dinner [1]. Cheese and cheese products are used as an ingredient for many dish recipes (pie, polenta, pizza topping, snack) and also have a longer shelf life and can be preserved over the winter, out of season. Unlike other gastronomic cultures, Romanians consume a lot of sour cream, both fresh and added to other dishes. It is consumed mainly at lunch and dinner. Yogurt is a product consumed especially at lunch and dinner, being a product recommended for people with lactose intolerance [72]. Accordingly, of all these products, milk and yogurt have the strongest social character within the family, as long as breakfast and dinner are the meals when family members meet most often.



Figure 4 also shows that butter is the least purchased product directly from manufacturers for both singles (53%) and married (57%) individuals. An explanation could be that butter sold in this purchasing system has a high-fat percentage (at least 80%).



To understand other ways in which family values can influence purchasing behavior, the data were represented by using a biplot with multivariate correspondence. This data representation tool is useful for the identification of strong or weak correlations between more than three categories of data. The data bipolarity distribution is given by two categories selected as the main subject of analysis. For our data, the single and married categories were chosen, and their representation is given by the two ellipses (Figure 5). The intersection of the ellipses is the area with the strongest similarities in purchasing behavior, depending on the other categories chosen. The two axes have an operational role, and they determine both the center of maximum similarity in connection with the interpretations made and four quadrants (Q1–Q4, numbered from the top left, clockwise) to simplify the interpretations. Another important aspect is the proximity to the intersection of the axes. The closer it is to this point, the more values a category has in the dataset. It can be seen, thus, that the married category has much more values than the single category. However, the most important aspect is the size of the angle that two categories make with the center of the intersection of the axes. The smaller the angle, the stronger the correlation between the two categories of data.



Figure 5 shows that the analyses described so far are confirmed, and at the same time, allows more conclusions to be drawn. It can be observed that those included in the single category, as well as those in families of two, buy dairy products directly from the producer, especially when the need arises. Families of 3, 4, or 5 people buy dairy products directly from the producer, especially weekly or twice a week. Accordingly, it may be concluded that the presence of children in the family leads to a higher frequency of purchasing dairy products directly from producers. This conclusion is also reinforced by the observation that, in Figure 6, there are stronger correlations between families with 3 or 4 members and the purchase of milk rather than cheese or other dairy products. It should be highlighted that, from an anthropological point of view, milk is considered an indispensable food, especially in children’s nutrition. In the case of two-member families, yogurt, butter, sour cream, and cheese are preferred over milk. Therefore, it can be stated that purchasing behavior is influenced by family values in the symbolic systems of healthy living and food safety.




3.4. Results on Hypothesis 3. Behavioral Changes Trigger Digital Transformation of Short Chains of Dairy Products Distribution


To verify Hypothesis 3, we identified those data that appear to be significant or atypical regarding the behavior of respondents in the information and ordering system regarding these products. These aspects must be analyzed by comparing the cluster of the married with that of the unmarried individuals. In this respect, in terms of the symbolic information system, consumer behavior is similar in both the married and unmarried groups (Figure 6). An important argument to be considered is whether this is due to common values that are consolidated into common purchasing behaviors.



Things change, not significantly but noticeably, when comparing the information channels on dairy products and preferred channels for ordering. Email is preferred by 25% of the married respondents and 13% of the singles. Facebook appears in the preferences of 35% of married consumers and for unmarried, 13%. Differences also occur in the case of online platforms: they are favored by 59% of married people and 42% of singles. Online forms are chosen by 39% of married people and 28% of singles. In the case of the phone, the percentages are almost equal, around 50% (Figure 7). To better understand these data on control channels, qualitative behavioral interpretations were used.



Thus, as presented in Figure 7 in both clusters (married and single) the highest values are for ordering by online platform and phone. These are also the only channels through which the consumers find additional information about the characteristics of the products and which can provide real-time information on order and distribution.



In this context, we believe that the respondents have expressed their desire to be more informed in the buying process, in terms of product quality and distribution process. Ordering via email, a simple online form, or a Facebook message cannot be made in a context where the consumer can find out more about the ordered product or the purchase procedure.



Besides the separate analysis of the preferred channels for information and those preferred for ordering, interesting data can be revealed by comparing the two. Thus, it can be noted first that, both in terms of information about dairy products and in terms of ordering them, consumers prefer the same channels: Facebook, Websites, and Online platforms. The only notable difference lies in the preference for placing the orders over the phone, except for being disturbed by a product promotion. Accordingly, the consumer wants to have a personal experience both in terms of identifying and selecting products and ordering them as well.





4. Discussions


For a better verification of the hypotheses, anthropological and ethnographic interpretations were used. They are based on the survey data and further complimented with the literature in the field. Anthropological interpretation is based on universal data of social behavior, while ethnographic interpretation relies on local data of the same behavior. These interpretations start from the idea of the value, attitude, behavior model (VAB), although we did not resort to a systematic approach to this model. From this model, only the basic idea was used, meaning that the assumed values influence the behavior through attitudes [73]. This approach supports the present research, mainly because we can make precise distinctions between family values, consolidated attitudes or new attitudes (in times of crisis), and consumer behavior determined by these values and attitudes. The socio-cultural values of the inhabitants of Suceava County have an influence on consumer behavior because they have a locally focused community with a strong emphasis on preserving traditions and identity resilience [74].



4.1. Discussions on Hypothesis 1. The COVID-19 Crisis Causes Significant Changes in the Behavior of Dairy Consumers in Short Food Supply Chains


There are no significant changes between the behavior before the COVID-19 crisis and that during the pandemic. But, at the level of future projections, there are intentions to change the buying behavior in a positive sense. These intentions will exert pressure on SFSCs and, in this regard, this market needs to mature and meet consumer preferences and values. Therefore, producers should be aware that purchasing milk and dairy products directly from producers is a way of controlling the quality and authenticity of products based on their own experience. This message should be supported by transparent business and high-value products that inspire as much trust as possible.



In this sense, a sustainable and attractive market brings as many buyers as possible and, through direct purchase from producers, the difference between the price of milk in stores and the price paid by buyers to producers ends up being divided between consumer and producer. Through direct procurement, both parties involved in such standard transactions benefit economically and financially, so that both suppliers and final buyers are no longer forced to pay the significant amount of commissions and fees charged for the sale of goods at various points of sale in retail as these cost categories are usually reflected in the final selling prices.




4.2. Discussions on Hypothesis 2. Behavioral Changes Occur Mainly for Married Consumers, Family Values Having an Important Role in the Individual Reaction to the COVID-19 Crisis


As it was noted in the previous section on Hypothesis 2, one could be tempted to say that there is not a direct determination between family values and purchasing behavior. The similarities between the data (at the level of both clusters: single and married) could lead to the conclusion that, once a family is founded, no new values are established that could influence the purchasing behavior. However, this should be viewed in exactly the opposite way: single people, coming out of the small family, keep the consolidated values of the family they were part of in the past. Moreover, previous research highlighted the fact that food preferences and eating behaviors develop early in life [75]. Healthy eating in the first five years is linked to current and future health [76,77,78], and both dietary varieties seeking and untreated overweight/obesity [79] are likely to track from childhood into adulthood [80]. It is, therefore, about a community of consumers with a specific behavior within the family, starting from values that, through purchasing attitudes, influence the general behavior of the consumer. At the same time, it can be noticed that the presence of children in the family leads to a greater concern of consumers for food safety.



Accordingly, trust can be considered the most important vector for strengthening a relationship between producers and consumers and increasing local food production and consumption can increase consumer confidence in food [81]. To increase trust, manufacturers need to offer quality products and constantly communicate with consumers. Thus, producers could promote their products in family-oriented social media groups (for example, Facebook groups of mothers, health lovers, or consumers who support local producers). Establishing a direct relationship with producers is also a first step in developing a partnership in terms of programming quantities, product range, and periodicity of orders. In the case of families with children, collaboration with a local producer can be diversified, including educational visits to the provider’s household. At the same time, given that milk production is also carried out with a certain seasonality [82,83], as there are fluctuating periods in terms of the quantity obtained, producers should develop lasting relationships with consumers, as they cannot constantly ensure the same quantity and the same range of products on the market.




4.3. Discussions on Hypothesis 3. Behavioral Changes Trigger Digital Transformation of Short Chains of Dairy Products Distribution


It can be noticed that we are dealing with a community of consumers interested in a distribution system best adapted to the digital transformation of contemporary society. When searching for information and placing orders, the consumers want to have access to additional information about the purchased products [84]. Thus, the need for additional information demanded by the consumer when purchasing dairy products directly from the producer exerts pressure on the digital transformation of SFSCs. Digitization and new technologies in the agri-food sector bring both opportunities, challenges, and also risks [85].



This digital transformation must take place in the sense of developing media channels for the presentation of the product offering and for order management. Thus, there are additional benefits with effects on the management of the activity, in terms of implementing the necessary measures for card payments and bank transfer, as long as 47% of respondents prefer this system. However, at the same time, the implementation of measures necessary for the digital transformation of small producers and the adaptation of their businesses, meaning accepting payments by bank card and/or bank transfer, can have effects in the sense of increasing the prices of dairy products. On the other hand, the digital transformation involves an exit of producers from the grey area of the economy, with beneficial effects for both producers, consumers, and the economy in general.



One last aspect worth mentioning is the innovative nature of the digital transformation. Thus, producers need to find smart solutions and harmonize modern tools with the local and traditional character of the products they put into circulation. The digital transformation must take place without affecting the local culture, which, through traditional narratives, adds value to dairy products.




4.4. Research Limitations


The limitations of our study are generated by four important factors: the area investigated (as it regards only one county in Romania), the time of application of the questionnaire (between 10 April and 15 May 2020), and the category of products addressed (dairy). Starting from these limiting factors, it can be stated that the results of the study clearly highlight only the behavioral changes of the group of respondents from a well-defined administratively territorial geographical area, in a period marked by affective-emotional pressure, uncertainty and limitations of movement and action, related to the purchase of dairy products directly delivered from producers. The results obtained represent a starting point for the construction of further and extensive research at the national level. Another limitation is that the number of dairy cows is constantly declining, especially in rural areas adjacent to large urban centers; fresh (raw) milk and dairy products obtained by small producers are in small quantities, and thus, their availability on the market is limited. Finally, a limitation of this research is given by the necessity of seizing the “behavioral change” in a cross-sectional design.



The present study could be supplemented by additional research, using theme networking methods on the emotional reactions of social media groups on dairy products delivered directly by the producer. For a comparative analysis aimed at identifying the behavioral changes that have been consolidated with regard to the acquisition of dairy products according to the short food supply chain criteria, we are planning to continue research in the same area of interest 12 months after the end of the COVID-19 pandemic alert in Romania.





5. Conclusions


The market of dairy products delivered directly from producers in Suceava County, is a market that has not fully matured or made the most of its growth potential. At the same time, from our observations, there is a community of consumers which is increasingly oriented towards healthy products, obtained in lasting and sustainable production systems and distributed intelligently and innovatively through short food supply chains.



Issues such as overcoming the current global health crisis, implementation of measures to combat its effects, and the experience gained during this challenging period, are strongly mirrored by the struggle of small local producers/processors who should be strongly supported by clearer development strategies and policies. We firmly support this, especially given that they have gradually lost their rightful place in the agri-food sector in recent decades [86]. In the post-crisis recovery period, small producers and local processors will play an important part, and, even more, there will be a genuine need for the development and promotion of SFSCs. It is our opinion that the development philosophy of agroeconomics must change and make room to a place where conventional agriculture and alternative agriculture coexist, the desideratum being feasible in maintaining a balance of interests of the two parties involved in these subsectors [46]. At the same time, micro processing and short-chain capitalization of milk and dairy products can counterbalance the dependence of small producers on large processors, contributing to their resilience [87] in a complex market where consumers are increasingly aware of values such as health, quality of life, food safety, and security and digital transformation.



This scientific paper could have a global impact, especially in the regions where animal husbandry is managed by small-scale producers, such as individual holdings. Making the best use of dairy products via short food supply chains represents an alternative solution to supplying the urban population with products obtained by local producers.
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Figure 1. Location of Suceava County in Romania and the number of active cases at the national level on 15 March 2020. Images processed by authors and reproduced with permission from Geo-spatial.org (accessed on 11 March 2021) [18]. 






Figure 1. Location of Suceava County in Romania and the number of active cases at the national level on 15 March 2020. Images processed by authors and reproduced with permission from Geo-spatial.org (accessed on 11 March 2021) [18].



[image: Sustainability 13 03072 g001]







[image: Sustainability 13 03072 g002 550] 





Figure 2. Frequency of preferences to purchase dairy products directly from the producer, before the onset of the state of emergency, during the crisis, and after the crisis. 
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Figure 3. Periodicity of purchasing dairy products directly from the producer, depending on marital status. 
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Figure 4. Preferences for dairy categories by marital status. 
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Figure 5. Biplot with multivariate correspondence depending on dairy products, marital status, amount to order, persons in the household, and frequency of purchase of dairy products directly from producers. 
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Figure 6. Preferred channels of information on dairy products purchased directly from producers, depending on marital status. 
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Figure 7. Preferred channels for ordering dairy products directly from the producer, depending on marital status. 
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Table 1. The population of Suceava County compared to the total Romanian population.
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	Zone
	Total
	under 19
	19–34
	35–49
	50–64
	over 65





	Romania
	22,174,693
	4,163,582
	4,507,381
	5,380,505
	4,371,494
	3,751,731



	Suceava County
	764,123
	171,533
	170,151
	176,643
	134,339
	111,457



	Suceava County Rural area
	427,762
	102,610
	96,347
	96,757
	67,924
	64,124



	Suceava County Urban area
	336,361
	68,923
	73,804
	79,886
	66,415
	47,333







Data source: [22] INS.













[image: Table] 





Table 3. Specific frequencies of consumer behavior.
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	Choice of Order
	Frequency
	Valid Percent



	Basket of produce as provided by the vendor
	46
	10.3



	Picking the products and specific quantities yourself
	401
	89.7



	Total
	447
	100.0



	Monthly subscription plan
	Frequency
	Valid Percent



	Yes
	263
	58.8



	No
	184
	41.2



	Total
	447
	100.0



	Frequency of purchase
	Frequency
	Valid Percent



	Twice a week
	35
	7.8



	Weekly
	191
	42.7



	Once every two weeks
	117
	26.2



	Once a month
	13
	2.9



	When needed
	91
	20.4



	Total
	447
	100.0



	Payment method
	Frequency
	Valid Percent



	Cash payment
	236
	52.8



	Bank transfer
	27
	6.0



	Debit card
	184
	41.2



	Total
	447
	100.0



	Prior to March 16th
	Frequency
	Valid Percent



	Yes
	104
	23.3



	No
	343
	76.7



	Total
	447
	100.0



	Since March 16th
	Frequency
	Valid Percent



	Yes
	134
	30.0



	No
	313
	70.0



	Total
	447
	100.0



	Buying Post COVID 19 crisis
	Frequency
	Valid Percent



	Yes
	311
	69.6



	No
	2
	0.4



	Not sure
	134
	30.0



	Total
	447
	100.0
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Table 4. Frequency of responses by dairy product categories.
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	Milk
	Frequency
	Valid Percent



	Yes
	343
	76.7



	No
	104
	23.3



	Total
	447
	100.0



	Cheese
	Frequency
	Valid Percent



	Yes
	435
	97.3



	No
	12
	2.7



	Total
	447
	100.0



	Yogurt
	Frequency
	Valid Percent



	Yes
	276
	61.7



	No
	171
	38.3



	Total
	447
	100.0



	Sour cream
	Frequency
	Valid Percent



	Yes
	325
	72.7



	No
	122
	27.3



	Total
	447
	100.0



	Butter
	Frequency
	Valid Percent



	Yes
	252
	56.4



	No
	195
	43.6



	Total
	447
	100.0
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Table 5. Frequency of responses on respondents’ preferred channels for receiving offers of dairy products accessible through direct purchase.






Table 5. Frequency of responses on respondents’ preferred channels for receiving offers of dairy products accessible through direct purchase.





	Direct Contact Offer
	Frequency
	Valid Percent



	Yes
	6
	1.3



	No
	441
	98.7



	Total
	447
	100.0



	Email offer
	Frequency
	Valid Percent



	Yes
	104
	23.3



	No
	343
	76.7



	Total
	447
	100.0



	Facebook offer
	Frequency
	Valid Percent



	Yes
	257
	57.5



	No
	190
	42.5



	Total
	447
	100.0



	Platform offer
	Frequency
	Valid Percent



	Yes
	148
	33.1



	No
	299
	66.9



	Total
	447
	100.0



	Website offer
	Frequency
	Valid Percent



	Yes
	189
	42.3



	No
	258
	57.7



	Total
	447
	100.0



	Phone offer
	Frequency
	Valid Percent



	Yes
	6
	1.3



	No
	441
	98.7



	Total
	447
	100.0



	Other type of offers
	Frequency
	Valid Percent



	Yes
	1
	0.2



	No
	446
	99.8



	Total
	447
	100.0
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Table 6. Frequencies of responses on consumer preferred channels for ordering dairy products purchased directly from producers.
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	Online Platform Order
	Frequency
	Valid Percent



	Yes
	183
	40.9



	No
	264
	59.1



	Total
	447
	100.0



	Online form order
	Frequency
	Valid Percent



	Yes
	168
	37.6



	No
	279
	62.4



	Total
	447
	100.0



	Facebook order
	Frequency
	Valid Percent



	Yes
	148
	33.1



	No
	299
	66.9



	Total
	447
	100.0



	Email order
	Frequency
	Valid Percent



	Yes
	99
	22.1



	No
	348
	77.9



	Total
	447
	100.0



	Phone order
	Frequency
	Valid Percent



	Yes
	223
	49.9



	No
	224
	50.1



	Total
	447
	100.0
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