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Abstract: The purpose of this study was to illustrate and understand how consumers of cooperative
food products could be segmented in the region of Western Greece. For this purpose, a questionnaire
survey was undertaken involving almost 500 consumers in the selected region. Consumers were
segmented on the basis of their consumption of cooperative products and in association with their
attributes and beliefs regarding cooperatives’ products. The performed cluster analysis grouped
participants into four distinct groups with different characteristics and perceptions regarding cooper-
atives’ products. The consumer groups were called “skeptics”, “cooperative”, “passively sensitive”,
and “indifferent”. According to the results, in general, participants considered cooperative food
products as a safe choice with excellent value for money and contributing to the local society, econ-
omy, and sustainability. Segmentation could allow agricultural cooperatives to focus only on those
segments of consumers that are willing to pay for cooperative products by allocating all available
resources in serving them. The results of this research, even with its limitations, can help directors
and marketing executives of agricultural cooperatives to better understand that operating in a specific
market could be more effective when targeted at specific segments to help not only the viability of
agricultural cooperatives but also their economic development and growth.

Keywords: agricultural cooperatives; segmentation; marketing management; Greece

1. Introduction

Adding value, increasing incomes and cost reduction are goals shared by agricultural
cooperatives and investor-owned firms [1]. However, agricultural cooperatives often fail to
respond to market changes, endangering their economic results and viability [2] as a result
of limited connection to the market [3] and response to consumers’ needs [4]. Meanwhile,
they have to face wholesalers, intermediaries, retailers, and cutthroat competition by
rival private food companies [5]. A market-oriented approach, such as the use of brand
names, have been marshaled by agricultural cooperatives to facilitate their way into the
competitive environment of the food sector, while their slow response to modern marketing
techniques and their counting on (at least in the case for the Greek agricultural cooperatives)
government protection and finance is holding back the procedure [2].

Nevertheless, some progress has been made since agricultural cooperative manage-
ment realized that following traditional perceptions, such as the existence of a “typical”
customer, can no longer be effective and profitable. To some extent, this “typical” customer
no longer exists. Thus, businesses from all industry sectors use market segmentation in
their marketing and strategic planning. For many, market segmentation is regarded as
the panacea of modern marketing [6] since it helps businesses deal with heterogeneity by
balancing the variability in customers’ needs with the limits of available resources. By
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focusing marketing efforts on certain segments, the effectiveness of limited resources can
be increased. Thus, segmentation is fundamental to successful marketing strategies. If the
product or service focuses on the segment’s preferences, then the competitive advantage
could be multiplied [7].

Accordingly, it is crucial for agricultural cooperatives to develop marketing strategies
that will ensure the successful promotion of their members’ products, particularly in highly
competitive markets or markets in crisis, where product adjustment to the increasing
consumer demands is imposed [8]. The strategy of market segmentation could allow
agricultural cooperatives to identify and target appropriate market groups in order to gain
a place in those markets [9,10]. Segmenting consumers by group size is a usual approach
that is available for agricultural cooperatives. However, this a simplistic technique since
there are more effective approaches that involve using other characteristics, such as busi-
ness relationships [11] and demographics. While meeting customer needs is critical, the
cooperative must also meet its own long-term needs to survive; therefore, it is essential
for cooperatives to maintain relationships and market shares with the most profitable
customers. Understanding cooperatives’ customer base and realizing that “one size cannot
fit all” is essential for the long-term viability of agricultural cooperatives.

In general, there is a small amount of literature on market segmentation regarding
products traded by agricultural cooperatives. Furthermore, despite the well-documented
benefits that segmentation offers, agricultural cooperatives continue to encounter imple-
mentation difficulties, forcing them to seek the causes and possible solutions. The key to
overcoming these barriers is that agricultural cooperatives must strive to identify and serve
segments that can be profitable. By focusing on such segments, cooperatives could become
more efficient, competitive, and subsequently profitable. Nevertheless, as far as we know,
there has been no prior attempt to segment consumers of cooperative products in Greece.
The goal of this study was to fill this gap given that segments other than customers’ group
size could be proved helpful for planning, managing, and marketing Greek agricultural
cooperatives’ products.

The present study was conducted in the region of Western Greece and the criteria used
for clustering was based on the level of knowledge consumers had regarding cooperative
products, the criteria directing their purchases, and consumers’ general opinions regarding
cooperative products. The following objectives were established for our research: (a) to
explore the categories of cooperative food products bought in Western Greece, (b) to explore
the characteristics assigned to “cooperative products” in Western Greece, (c) to create
segments of consumers based on these characteristics, (d) to compare the behavior of the
consumer segments, (e) to profile these segments in terms of their dominant demographic
characteristics, and (f) to provide directions for segmenting cooperative consumers. Finally,
the segmentation procedure could allow cooperative managers to have a lucid view of
different types of consumers and their motivations and experiences.

This paper is divided into five parts. The Section 2 deals with the Greek agricultural
cooperatives and the food marketing strategies they can choose, the Section 3 presents the
methodology followed, the Section 4 presents the results of the analysis conducted in this
study, and the Section 5 concludes this work.

2. Theoretical Background
2.1. Greek Agricultural Cooperatives

The agri-food sector is considered to be of particular importance for the Greek econ-
omy, as it is linked with Greece’s traditional productive sectors, such as agriculture, live-
stock farming, and fisheries. The food sector in Greece, as a part of the agri-food chain, is
dominated by small-sized businesses that are not particularly organized and have limited
investment in research and technology. Such businesses are mainly locally active and
primarily use domestic raw materials for their products. The contribution of agricultural
cooperatives to the food sector is relatively small (approximately 8% of the total businesses).
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These businesses trade products such as cheese, milk, fresh fruits, and olive oil, covering
primary and vital consumer needs [12,13].

Of particular importance is that Greek agricultural cooperatives can play an important
role since they can improve the social and financial situations of both their members and
the local communities in which they operate and develop their business activities [14].
Cooperatives can strengthen farmers’ bargaining power, constitute an important driver
of rural development, and substantially contribute to the financial viability of rural areas,
especially in the less favored regions of Greece [15].

Although agricultural cooperatives in Greece hold large market shares in certain
industries, such as olive oil, table olives, wine, and dairy products, in total, they create
limited added value for their members, namely, farmers [16]. Even if there are examples of
agricultural cooperatives that have successfully developed strong brand names, as a rule,
cooperatives in Greece face significant financial problems and structural weaknesses that
existed before the economic crisis that occurred during 2008–2018 [17]. Furthermore, Greek
agricultural cooperatives focus on production rather than marketing [18].

In the same vein, the development of individual trademarks by each agricultural
cooperative, which is often combined with the implementation of quality systems, forces
cooperatives to invest in individual brand names to which only small quantities of products
correspond, thus leading to high costs being incurred for their reputation [17]. The high
reputation cost, combined with the fragmentation of product quantities in the market and
the multitude of available trademarks (e.g., in the olive oil market), prevent the creation
of strong trademarks. Because strong trademarks, coupled with suitable supply chains,
enable higher added value to be created and higher revenue for cooperative members
to be generated, it is of particular importance that the cooperatives plan more effective
marketing strategies. A strategy that aims toward covering the customers’ needs better
than competitors are able to can be substantially facilitated by understanding consumers’
perceptions regarding cooperative products.

This tendency has also rendered agricultural cooperatives in Greece extremely vul-
nerable [3] and unable to respond to rapid market changes [19]. The implementation of
commercial strategies is, in general, weak and cooperative food products are less differenti-
ated than those of large private food firms [20,21].

2.2. Marketing Strategies for Agricultural Cooperatives

Many Greek food products are marketed under producer-owned brand names that
reflect qualitative characteristics that are linked with certain geographic regions (e.g.,
PDO—protected designation of origin, PGI—protected geographical indication) following
a strategy that is focused on targeted market segments. However, the small size of agricul-
tural holdings, the low production capacity and their geographical dispersion, farmers’ low
professional capabilities, inadequate commercial and business education, and delayed tech-
nology adoption result in low competitiveness and loss of commercial opportunities [20].
Due to the specificities of Greek production, the most appropriate marketing strategy to be
followed is the differentiation and focus strategy on specific market segments [22]. These
strategies are implemented to a relatively small extent [16,20]. Thus, commercial oppor-
tunities are not fully exploited such that consumers substitute agricultural cooperative
products with conventional ones available in the market.

Similarly, the existence of a large number of trademarks in agricultural cooperatives
is positively related to the implementation of quality systems, where it is considered
that trademarks drive firms to invest more into their name and reputation [10]. These
weaknesses lead to the fragmentation of product quantities in the market, in conjunction
with the multitude of available trademarks (e.g., in the olive oil market), which prevents
the creation of strong trademarks. Strong trademarks, coupled with suitable supply chains,
could provide a higher added value to the products and increased revenue to members
of the cooperatives. There is an undisputed need for cooperatives to plan their marketing
strategy and market orientation.



Sustainability 2021, 13, 3825 4 of 20

Market orientation reflects a firm’s tendency to accept that the best way to achieve its
business goals is to satisfy its customers more effectively and efficiently than its competitors.
Such a strategy should initially explore consumers’ perceptions regarding cooperative
products and their characteristics [23].

2.3. Factors Affecting the Purchase of Cooperative Products

Research findings highlight consumers’ interest in products of agricultural cooper-
atives and collective initiatives, as well as in products sold by farmers. The interest can
be viewed as a positive attitude or as a preference toward food sold by cooperatives and
collective initiatives or toward products directly sold by farmers. Undoubtedly, consumers
purchase products that will enable them to satisfy their needs. However, the purchase
is linked to perceptions they have regarding the product and whether this reflects their
personal values and beliefs [24].

Apart from the abovementioned factors, consumers’ buying interests also depend
on their geographic, demographic, psychographic, and behavioral characteristics. More
precisely, consumers perceive cooperative products as being less processed and consider
cooperatives an empowering force for the local economy, protecting both the farmers and
the environment [25]. At the same time, consumers are willing to pay premium prices for
ethically sourced products [26] and this interest in the ethical aspect of products is growing
amongst consumers. For example, consumers are willing to pay more for a product that has
Fairtrade labeling over unlabeled products [27]. In this way, the willingness to pay (WTP)
for cooperative products is influenced by food quality and safety attributes, followed
by price and availability [28,29]. Moreover, the influence of the perceived quality on
the purchase of products in alternative food networks in Italy showed that families with
children tend to purchase more such products due to their nutritional attributes [30]. In
addition to quality, food choices are affected positively by the educational level of the
consumers i.e., in the case of the Italian alternative food networks [31] or local honey in
Serbia [32].

In the same direction, consumers in New Zealand are willing to pay more for local
products that come directly from farmers or a farmers’ market [33]. This behavior is
common to consumers over 50 years old with a higher household income; whereas the
intention to purchase is more intense in the 30–49 age group, as they value more localness.
Likewise, consumers in South Carolina are willing to pay an approximately 27% premium
to purchase locally grown products [34]. Thus, these results suggest a positive relation
between WTP age and WTP income, and females are more likely to purchase animal
products produced locally than males. A similar study [35] supported both the point that
older consumers with a higher income [33] and mainly females [34] are willing to pay more
for such products.

There are studies that endorse the superior taste and other organoleptic characteristics
as the factor that primarily affects an individual’s choice. Quality and taste appear to be
the main drivers for purchasing local products, along with the contribution to the local
economy [36]. The freshness of the agricultural products, the variety offered, and the
health attributes can also affect consumers in farmers’ markets [37]. Furthermore, extrinsic
characteristics, such as packaging, could influence consumers’ decisions [38].

Similarly, nutritional labeling could be a significant factor affecting customer prefer-
ences, which can, in turn, affect both the taste and price expectations of a consumer [39].
The significance of labeling to food purchases is attributed to the fact that it can reflect the
quality and ethical aspects surrounding the product [40]. Furthermore, a positive image is
conveyed to consumers through sustainability and quality cues displayed on the labels. By
providing this information successfully to the audience, labeling contributes to consumer
decision-making; thus, in the long run, leading to market efficiency [41].

Another characteristic that affects consumers’ choices is the place of their residence.
In this regard, farmers’ market shoppers are more likely to reside in urban areas, while
rural consumers should prefer to purchase directly from farmers [36]. These results are
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supported also by different studies [42–44]. In addition, there are different motives pushing
urban and rural consumers to buy agricultural products directly from farmers. Research in
Indonesia showed that even if the quality of local products was considered superior across
the respondent sample, consumers in urban areas considered that issues related to food
safety and contribution to the local economy as being more important than individuals
in rural areas [45]. On the other hand, the main factor hindering purchase is the price,
often preventing the purchase of local products directly from farmers [27]. It should also
be remembered that for the majority of buyers, price is a key determinant of purchasing
decisions [46]. Thus, the high prices of local food sold by short-supply food chains could
be an inhibitor to consumers’ purchases.

Focusing on the food products that are traded by the agricultural cooperatives, it
should be noted that there is a positive attitude of European consumers toward agricultural
cooperatives and their products; however, this is negatively related to the existing level of
knowledge regarding cooperatives [47]. The same positive attitude was also observed in
Canada, as Albertan consumers were aware and positively inclined toward cooperative
products due to their attributes [48]. Therefore, it could be stated that consumers of
cooperative products are highly educated individuals, of a broader age scale, who are
mainly driven by convenience [49].

Nevertheless, consumers may have a positive attitude toward cooperative products
but they may not portray that behavior when purchasing food products due to the attitude–
behavior gap [50]. In general, consumers can be classified into two groups based on the
motivations and barriers they face when purchasing food products. Consumers who
belong in the positive group, i.e., those that are keen on the examined food, appreciate their
taste and quality, exhibit low barrier scores, and are willing to pay more compared to the
negative group [51,52].

In summary, consumers must be aware of products with differentiated characteristics
and their perception of such products must be favorable. Furthermore, they must be
willing to pay premium prices to purchase these products. On the other hand, farmers and
agricultural cooperatives must be aware of consumer preferences and offer the requested
quantity at the appropriate price. It is therefore imperative to have knowledge of consumer
segments prior to any decision regarding the marketing strategy to be followed.

3. Material and Methods

The primary aim of this study was to segment consumers of agricultural coopera-
tives’ products, which was pursued using an online questionnaire that was to consumers
over 18 years old in the region of Western Greece. The survey involved 500 consumers
throughout the region who were selected using the following simple criteria: (a) they made
food purchases for their families and (b) they were willing to answer the questionnaire.
Participants were selected by using the convenience sampling technique. Convenience
sampling is a type of sampling where the first available primary data source will be used for
the research without additional requirements. Thus, this sampling method involves finding
participants who are conveniently available to participate in the study. The contact with
the respondents was done outside local food stores, grocery markets, and supermarkets.
Sometimes, convenience samples are highly vulnerable to selection bias and sampling error,
making it difficult to generalize the research findings [53,54]. However, in many business
studies, this method is applied in order to gain initial primary data regarding specific issues,
such as the consumers’ perceptions regarding a particular brand or collecting opinions of
customers in relation to their perspectives on the attributes of a product. The illustrative
scope of this study fit this research methodology.

The respondents were asked different questions in order to reveal their purchasing
behavior regarding food and cooperative food products that they buy and consume. The
questionnaire was composed of three sections. In the first section, consumer behavior
toward food was examined. The second section investigated consumer behavior regarding
cooperative food, and in the third section, questions related to demographics were included.
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Figure 1 illustrates the area that the study was conducted in, along with information
related to the population of the region of Western Greece and the number of agricultural
cooperatives in the area under consideration.

Figure 1. The research study area.

Multi-item questions with a five-point Likert scale were included in the questionnaire
and were related to the consumption frequency of cooperative products in the region of
Western Greece, as well the properties attributed to them. Principal component analysis
(PCA) with a varimax rotation was performed on these multi-item questions to reveal
independent variables affecting the consumption of food products from agricultural co-
operatives. The number of the extracted factors was based on the eigenvalue criterion,
according to which, factors with eigenvalues greater than or equal to one were retained in
the final model [55]. The PCA technique is used to reduce the number of individual items
into a smaller number of factors or components; it has been used in many studies as a first
step for revealing meaningful segments (see, for example, [56–58]). The grouping process
is based on the notion that the variables under study are correlated and, to be implemented
successfully, there must be a hypothesis postulating that several variables can be grouped
into a smaller group. At this stage, the aim was to reduce the multi-topic questions into a
smaller number of components [59].

As a next step, cluster analysis was employed to group respondents into homogeneous
segments of consuming behavior. The cluster analysis tool aims toward sorting different
observations into two or more clusters and is based on variable combinations. However, in
this study, factor scores were employed in the cluster analysis instead of the raw variables
to prevent problems of multicollinearity [56,60]. Cluster analysis has been used by many
authors for segmentation in the field of consumer food science [61,62] and in other cases [63].
In addition, the combination of cluster analysis and factor analysis is common in many
research papers where factor and cluster analyses are used in a complementary fashion in
order to enhance the interpretation of results found using other methods [64–67].

The results derived from principal components analyses regarding the consumption
frequency of cooperative products and the properties attributed to them were used in
the clustering process. The aim of cluster analysis is to identify a system for separating
observations into groups, where objects within each group would exhibit similar charac-
teristics. In the present study, k-means cluster analysis was applied, as it is suitable for
big samples, where all statistical analyses were performed using IBM SPSS Statistics for
Windows, Version 22.0. Armonk, NY: IBM Corp (New York, USA). In total, the answers of
386 respondents were considered in the current study, as these questionnaires were fully
and correctly completed; a further 114 questionnaires were incomplete and were removed
from the analysis process.

4. Results

The demographics of the participants, presented in Table 1, were considered in the
first part of the analysis. The sample mainly consisted of females (60%), 47.9% of the
participants were married and 43.3% were within the 18–32-years age group. Moreover,
40% of the respondents had completed undergraduate studies and were employed in the
public or private sector (42%).
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Table 1. Sociodemographic characteristics of the respondents.

Demographic Characteristics Frequency Percentage

Gender

Male 153 39.6%

Female 233 60.4%

Marital status

Married 185 47.9%

Single 180 46.6%

Widowed 21 5.4%

Age group (years)

18–32 167 43.3%

33–47 160 41.5%

48–65 59 15.3%

Education (years)

<9 10 2.6%

9–12 80 20.7%

13–14 76 19.7%

15–16 155 40.2%

17–18 65 16.8%

Occupation

Private sector 83 21.5%

Public sector 79 20.5%

Freelancer 64 16.6%

Student 62 16.1%

Unemployed 57 14.8%

Farmer 29 7.5%

Retired 12 3.1%

Monthly household income

<500€ 139 36.0%

501–1000€ 114 29.5%

1001–1500€ 87 22.5%

>1501 € 46 11.9%

Weekly expenditure on food

<50€ 189 49.0%

51–100€ 119 30.8%

101–150€ 54 14.0%

>151 € 24 6.2%

The participants were asked to state how frequently they consumed agricultural
cooperative products. The results presented in Table 2 show that fresh fruits, dairy and
cheese products, vegetables, and olive oil occupied the highest places in the list regarding
cooperative food preferences. The interpretation of consumer behavior toward food can
be facilitated via consumer segmentation [56]. Therefore, principal component analysis
was performed on the answers related to the purchasing frequency for cooperative food
products with the aim to create a shorter list of “product baskets” using the components
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derived via the PCA. Table 3 shows the PCA results and the rotated component matrix
regarding the preferences of cooperative food products. Moreover, the respondents were
asked to evaluate several properties that were associated with agricultural cooperative and
food products. Table 4 presents the main properties and characteristics of these products
according to the respondents’ answers. Principal component analysis was performed on
the answers related to the properties of cooperative food products. Table 5 shows the
results from the PCA and the rotated component matrix regarding the cooperative food
product properties.

Table 2. Means and standard deviations for the preferred cooperative food product categories in
terms of their purchase frequency.

Cooperative Products Mean Standard Deviation

Fresh fruits 3.51 1.119
Cheese 3.46 1.088

Milk/Yogurt 3.41 1.148
Vegetables 3.27 1.218
Olive oil 3.24 1.451
Legumes 3.17 1.133

Chicken meat 3.15 1.231
Wine 3.15 1.263
Pasta 3.00 1.218

Meat (beef, lamb, pork) 2.99 1.206
Canned food 2.85 1.140

Cold cuts 2.71 1.186
Soft drinks/juices 2.71 1.238

Seafood 2.63 1.160
Frozen food 2.51 1.140

Note: min = 1—rarely, max = 5—very often. Source: authors’ calculations.

Table 3. Principal components analysis results regarding preferences toward cooperative products
for consumers in Western Greece.

Variables Communalities
Factor Loadings *

f1 f2 f3

Meat (beef, lamb, pork) 0.807 0.795
Chicken meat 0.802 0.692

Seafood 0.693 0.568
Cold cuts 0.680 0.560
Olive oil 0.530 0.455

Canned food 0.823 0.809
Frozen food 0.804 0.798

Soft drinks/juices 0.717 0.697
Pasta 0.711 0.671

Vegetables 0.782 0.643
Fresh fruits 0.769 0.765
Legumes 0.750 0.636

Wine 0.543 0.589
Cheese 0.476 0.499

Milk/yogurt 0.471 0.469

Cronbach’s alpha reliability test 0.863 0.845 0.812
Eigenvalues 4.563 1.473 1.189

Percentage of variance explained 20.85% 20.49% 19.69%
Total variance 61.02%

* Factor loadings greater than 0.4 are presented. Extraction method: principal component analysis rotation method
using varimax with Kaiser normalization. Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin0 (KMO) 0.879; Bartlett’s test of sphericity 0.00
(χ2 = 3307.471)
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Table 4. Properties of cooperative food products consumed in Western Greece.

Properties Mean Std. Deviation Mean Rank

Cooperative products support the local economy 3.92 0.857 9.87
They are sold close to the time of production 3.65 0.841 8.58

They are safe for my family’s health and mine 3.64 0.842 8.53
Producer’s name is stated on the packaging 3.59 0.799 8.41

They are certified by trustworthy bodies 3.51 0.819 8.04
They have trustworthy information on their labels 3.46 0.828 7.68

They can be identified when displayed on store shelves 3.44 0.936 7.65
Their production process ensures environmental protection 3.39 0.815 7.31
They are more expensive compared to other food products 3.38 0.839 7.26

They look appealing 3.32 0.844 6.93
Cooperative products are worth seeking 3.30 0.887 6.87

Supreme quality of cooperative food products is acknowledged 3.28 0.910 6.83
Can be easily found and purchased 3.06 0.969 5.80

Cooperative products have a great value-for-money ratio 2.97 0.927 5.22

Note: min = 1—rarely, max = 5—very often. Source: authors’ calculations.

Table 5. Principal components of the properties of cooperative food products consumed in Western Greece.

Variable Communalities
Factor Loadings *

f1 f2 f3

They are sold close to the time of production 0.658 0.795
They are safe for my family’s health and mine 0.546 0.692

They have trustworthy information on their labels 0.476 0.568
Cooperative products support the local economy 0.326 0.560

Their production process ensures environmental protection 0.514 0.527 0.450
Cooperative products have a great value-for-money ratio 0.418 0.455

They look appealing 0.349 0.451
They can be identified when displayed on store shelves 0.690 0.817

Supreme quality of cooperative food products 0.670 0.771
Can be easily found and purchased 0.588 0.671

Cooperative products are worth seeking 0.585 0.415 0.643
They are more expensive compared to other food products 0.594 0.765

Producer’s name is stated on the packaging 0.554 0.636
They are certified by trustworthy bodies 0.531 0.589

Cronbach’s alpha reliability test 0.784 0.767 0.619
Eigenvalues 4.993 1.343 1.162

Percentage of variance explained 21.11% 17.56% 14.78%
Total variance 53.47

* Factor loadings greater than 0.4 are presented. Extraction method: principal component analysis rotation method using varimax with
Kaiser normalization. Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) 0.867; Bartlett’s test of sphericity 0.00 (χ2 = 1633.38).

The results in the footnotes of Tables 3 and 5 show two performance measures: the
Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) measure of sampling adequacy and Bartlett’ sphericity test. A
KMO value close to 1 indicates that the patterns of the correlations are relatively compact
and the factor analysis yielded distinct and reliable components. Values between 0.8 and 0.9
(as in Tables 3 and 5) can be characterized as very good [59]. Bartlett’s test of sphericity tests
the hypothesis that the correlation matrix is an identity matrix, which would indicate that
the variables are unrelated and, therefore, unsuitable for structure detection. Significance
values less than 0.05 (as in Tables 3 and 5) indicate that a principal component analysis of
the data may be useful. Moreover, Tables 3 and 5 show the components after the varimax
rotation, together with the corresponding factor loadings. The factors of each variable
were then transformed into uncorrelated factor scores (mean = 0, std. dev. = 1) using the
Anderson–Rubin method (available in SPSS) in order to use them in the k-means cluster
analysis and estimate clusters while avoiding the problem of multicollinearity.
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The PCA results regarding the products’ characteristics show that the Cronbach’s
α reliability coefficients were high for the first two factors at 0.784 and 0.767, whereas
for the third component, the value was equal to 0.619, which is considered marginally
acceptable [59]. The first component was loaded with seven items: “they are sold close to
the time of production,” “they are safe for my family’s health and mine,” “trustworthy
information on their labels,” “supports the local economy,” “their production process en-
sures environmental protection,” “great value-for-money ratio,” and “they look appealing”;
this component was named “characteristics of cooperative food products.” The second
component was loaded with the following four items: “they can be identified when dis-
played on store shelves,” “supreme quality of cooperative food products,” “can be easily
found and purchased,” and “cooperative products are worth seeking”; this component
was named “reputation.” The third component included the following three items: “they
are more expensive compared to other food products,” “producer’s name is stated on the
packaging,” and “they are certified by trustworthy bodies”; this component was named
“price/value.”

The results derived from the two aforementioned component analyses, i.e., the three
food groups and the three property groups, were used in the k-means cluster analysis
to create the consumer segments. It was aforementioned that this process is similar to
many other segmentation studies. Based on the results of the cluster analysis and the
F statistics (F(3, 382) = 29,856), four statistically meaningful clusters of consumers were
formed. The first cluster was composed of 104 members and represented 26.9% of the total
participants. The second cluster consisted of 110 respondents and accounted for 28.5% of
the total sample. The size of the third cluster was equal to 103 respondents and accounted
for 26.7% of the total participants, while the fourth cluster consisted of 69 members and
represented 17.9% of the number of participants. The tests and detailed statistics regarding
the clusters are presented in Tables A2 and A3 of Appendix A.

To determine the identity and characteristics of the respondents, chi-squared tests,
along with crosstabulations, were applied to the four clusters created and several questions.
Specifically, the questions used were related to the purchase decision process of cooperative
products, such as the location/place of purchase, quality, experience, sensitivity, satisfaction
acceptance, and loyalty characteristics. Additionally, to develop the profile of the four
distinct consumer types regarding cooperative products, questions related to the physical
characteristics of the respondents were used, such as the demographics (age, gender, etc.)
see for more details Table 6.

Table 6. Descriptions of the four clusters based on the consumers’ buying behavior toward cooperative products.

Clusters Characteristics First Cluster:
“Skeptics”

Second Cluster:
“Cooperatives”

Third Cluster:
“Passively Sensitive”

Fourth Cluster:
“Indifferent”

Quality characteristics of cooperative products

They look appealing 26.92% 44.55% 16.50% 11.59%

They have good packaging 24.04% 40.00% 24.27% 13.04%

The label states detailed information 47.12% 35.45% 0.00% 10.14%

There is a label on the packaging with a
quality specification 26.92% 39.09% 18.45% 11.59%

The production company is stated on
the packaging 33.65% 30.91% 17.48% 17.39%

The producer’s name is stated on
the packaging 31.73% 43.64% 8.74% 15.94%

The country of origin is stated on
the packaging 28.85% 34.55% 19.42% 17.39%

Buying experience characteristics of cooperative products

I am aware of cooperative food products 28.85% 58.18% 12.62% 0.00%



Sustainability 2021, 13, 3825 11 of 20

Table 6. Cont.

Clusters Characteristics First Cluster:
“Skeptics”

Second Cluster:
“Cooperatives”

Third Cluster:
“Passively Sensitive”

Fourth Cluster:
“Indifferent”

I identify them when displayed on
store shelves 34.62% 50.00% 15.53% 0.00%

I seek to purchase such food products 30.77% 56.36% 3.88% 0.00%

I can easily locate them 13.46% 59.09% 27.18% 0.00%

They are safe to be consumed
(for my health) 24.04% 54.55% 0.00% 21.74%

They are sold close to the time
of production 25.96% 51.82% 0.00% 21.74%

Their production process ensures
environmental protection 44.23% 52.73% 0.00% 2.90%

I prefer them for their price 43.27% 47.27% 0.00% 10.14%

They have quality certification 38.46% 41.82% 2.91% 17.39%

They are overpriced 72.12% 7.27% 9.71% 10.14%

They support the local economy 24.04% 47.27% 4.85% 23.19%

Purchase satisfaction characteristics of cooperative products

I feel good when I buy them 30.77% 46.36% 3.88% 4.35%

I feel happy when they are available on
store shelves 27.88% 38.18% 4.56% 2.90%

It is the best purchase I can ever make 29.81% 52.73% 1.94% 5.80%

They are of good quality 27.88% 44.55% 17.48% 24.64%

They are worth the money 33.65% 44.55% 8.74% 2.90%

They are generally considered as the
best option 37.50% 45.45% 2.91% 4.35%

Buying/testing characteristics of cooperative products

As a consumer, I buy cooperative food
products from the same store 23.08% 57.27% 5.83% 4.35%

I try cooperative food products from other
categories than the ones I usually buy 16.35% 66.36% 5.83% 11.59%

As a consumer, I prefer to purchase
cooperative food products from

small/local stores
50.00% 28.18% 16.50% 5.80%

Note: the presented percentages refer only to these respondents that chose the maximum value (5) in the examined question.

4.1. Cluster 1 (26.9%): “Skeptics”

This cluster was composed of participants who preferred to shop locally from small
stores and focus on the brand, producer’s name, and country of origin. Regarding the
properties of cooperative products, respondents considered them to be overpriced. More-
over, they emphasized and trusted the label and product information and they remained
loyal to small/local food stores. For the quality characteristics of cooperative food prod-
ucts, this group was highly interested in the certification, labeling, country of origin, and
environmental protection.

In this group, consumers exhibited high levels of agreement on questions related
to cooperative products. However, they ranked second in this regard compared to the
“cooperative” group. The knowledge around these products was considered high since
28.85% of the participants were aware of them and 34.62% could identify them. In general,
consumers in this group felt they made a worthy purchase when buying such products
compared to similar ones from other brands.

Cluster 1 (Table A3 in Appendix A) was mainly composed of consumers who had
an undergraduate educational level (approximately one-third of the group members).
Moreover, 38.5% stated their monthly household income was less than 500€ and 44.2%
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belonged to the 18–32-years age group. This cluster was predominantly composed of
female consumers (three-quarters of the group members) and one out of four participants
was occupied in the public sector. Additionally, the weekly expenditure on food was up to
50€ for 47.1% of the respondents and a high percentage of consumers (45%) resided in the
regional unit of Aitoloakarnania.

4.2. Cluster 2 (34.7%): “Cooperative”

In this cluster, participants exhibited the highest rates regarding the quality char-
acteristics and usage experience of cooperative food products. Moreover, they had the
most positive opinion toward these products (related to the design, packaging, producer’s
information stated on the packaging, certification, and the indication of the country of
origin) compared to participants in the other clusters.

Regarding experience, participants showed higher scores and purchased more coop-
erative products than the other groups. Thus, they were positively inclined toward such
food products. Noteworthy is the fact that this cluster did not consider cooperative food
products as overpriced. Furthermore, in the questions related to the market, this group
considered the purchase of cooperative products the best purchase they could make.

Concerning the satisfaction derived from the purchase of cooperative food products,
participants claimed to be very satisfied and they tended to consider these purchases to be
the best they could ever make: 52.73% agreed that it is the best purchase they could ever
make and 46% felt satisfied when buying cooperative products. Therefore, they appeared to
be the most enthusiastic regarding this purchase compared to the other groups. Moreover,
they considered them of high quality and that they were worth the money; thus, making
it the best choice. The overall knowledge of the participants regarding cooperative food
products was the highest among the groups, and they demonstrated a willingness to try
products offered by cooperatives that they would not normally consume.

Finally, the second cluster consisted mainly of consumers with an undergraduate
educational level (approximately one-third of the group) and 36.4% of participants had
a monthly income of 500 to 1000€. Additionally, 52.7% belonged to the 33–47-years age
group and they tended to be married (55.5%) without any children (50%). A total of
60% of the participants were female and were significantly more likely to be occupied
in the private sector than in other areas (one-fifth of the participants). Regarding the
weekly food expenditure, 44.5% of this group’s members claimed they spent from 51 to
100€, and the largest percentage of the participants (42.7%) resided in the regional unit
of Aitoloakarnania.

4.3. Cluster 3 (26.8%): “Passively Sensitive”

Consumers who belong to cluster 3 were characterized as passively sensitive since
they avoided giving definite answers when questioned about the quality characteristics
of cooperative products. At the same time, they were aware of these products and could
identify them when displayed on store shelves. However, these consumers appeared
cautious and therefore refrained from giving high ratings to statements related to quality,
safety, and respect for the environment. It is worth noting that in all questions related to the
purchase satisfaction characteristics regarding cooperative products, this group exhibited
the lowest scores (Table 6).

Consumers in cluster 3 mainly had an undergraduate education level (approximately
one-third of the group) and 44.7% had a monthly income of up to 500€. Moreover, 46.67%
of the participants were 18–32 years old, 54.4% were single, and 62.1% do not have children.
In this group, 52.4% of the respondents were female and they were more likely to be
employed in the private sector. Regarding food expenditure, 60.8% of the consumers spent
up to 50€ on a weekly basis and 37% of the participants resided in Aitoloakarnania and
another 37% in Achaia.
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4.4. Cluster 4 (17.9%): “Indifferent”

Participants in cluster 4 were considered “indifferent” due to the lack of sufficient
knowledge regarding quality characteristics attributed to the cooperative products. It
should be highlighted that in this group, consumers were not aware of cooperative products
and could not identify them on the store shelves. This was further supported by the fact
that none of the participants in this cluster (69 participants in total) stated that they were
completely aware or could identify such products. Therefore, consumers in cluster 4 did
not seek to purchase cooperative products from stores.

Having mentioned all the above, lower scores were expected from these participants
regarding questions related to quality (appearance, packaging, and quality) and satisfaction
characteristics of cooperative products. However, consumers appeared to be relatively posi-
tive regarding the satisfaction associated with product quality and the fact that cooperative
products supported the local economy and society.

Cluster 4 was composed of consumers who were more likely to hold a university
degree (30.4%) and 31.9% of them stated that they had a monthly income of up to 500€.
Additionally, 46.6% of the respondents belonged to the 18–32-years age group, they were
not married (50.7%), and did not have children (47.8%). The “indifferent” group mainly
consisted of females (71%) and 23.8% of the participants claimed to be unemployed. Fur-
thermore, their weekly food expenditure was approximately 50€ for 46.4% of the consumers
and a significant majority (62.1%) lived in Aitoloakarnania.

5. Discussion

Cluster analysis has been used in many segmentation studies in the field of consumer
food science, which has obtained meaningful results by using socioeconomic and demo-
graphic features [68]. However, food product choice is getting too complex to be exclusively
explained by sociodemographic factors [69]. Thus, adding more complicated variables,
such as consumers’ values and attributes about products, could be useful when trying to
group consumers into segments [67].

In the present study, segmentation was performed on the basis of product usage
and preferences with the assistance of two multi-item variables, namely, the frequency of
purchased cooperative products and consumers’ views regarding their attributes. Principal
component analysis was used to reduce the number of items to a smaller number of com-
ponents. Finally, three product groups (baskets) and three components for the products’
attributes were used. As the survey results demonstrated, six components were used to
form the consumer groups, resulting in the creation of four clusters. Specifically, consumers
of two groups showed a keen interest in the products of agricultural cooperatives, namely,
the “cooperative” and “skeptics” groups. On the other hand, there was a group of con-
sumers that was “indifferent” about cooperative products and one more group that was
ambivalent about cooperative products even if they were familiar with them; this was the
group of “passively sensitive” consumers.

Three or four consumer segments are a typical result for consumer segmentation
studies [67–69], which usually involves indifferent, dissatisfied, or even hater categoriza-
tions. On the other side, there are interested, involved, satisfied, seekers, or even lovers,
while on the borderlines, there are groups of consumers who are ambivalent, unaware, and
rational, and consumers in general who do not have not a clear and strong preference for
the examined products, and consequently, their buying behavior is questionable. In any
case, consumer segmentation is of paramount importance to the operation of a company.
Most food businesses prefer to address a specific market segment with a specific market-
ing strategy in order to concentrate their efforts and resources in areas where maximum
effectiveness can be achieved [70].

Based on the analysis results, there were two groups of consumers who were aware of
the characteristics of the cooperative products and consequently positively inclined to the
quality of the cooperative products. These types of consumers could identify cooperative
products when displayed on store shelves. Product recognition and, accordingly, label
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recognition are crucial factors that generate a positive attitude among consumers [67,71,72].
However, the attitude between these groups of consumers differs regarding the product
price. The “cooperative” group considered that the price of the products was not high
and the cooperatives’ products offered good value for money. On the other hand, the
“skeptics” generally considered that the products were overpriced, though some did claim
that they offered good value for money. Product price and willingness to pay determine
consumers’ attitudes in many studies and play an important role when defining market
segments [73,74].

Taking this into account, a promotion strategy for cooperative products must empha-
size the products’ quality characteristics. Thus, “skeptic” consumers could be persuaded of
the products’ value in relation to the benefits for producers/consumers, the local commu-
nity, and the economy. Regarding the other two consumer groups, agricultural cooperatives
do not need to implement a certain strategy for the indifferent group. However, “passively
sensitive” consumers could be “likely consumers” since they are already aware of these
products and can identify them when displayed on store shelves. Nevertheless, the “pas-
sively sensitive” consumers appeared cautious about the characteristics of the cooperative
products related to quality, safety, etc. In any case they could be potential consumers if the
promotional strategy used for the “skeptic” consumers proves to be successful.

Overall, agricultural cooperatives in Greece should not rely on a single marketing
strategy as a panacea for their sustainability and viability [15]. There are many potential
marketing strategies that should be evaluated, combined, and applied for the different
markets and market segments where agricultural cooperatives are operating.

6. Conclusions and Suggestions

Food businesses, including agricultural cooperatives, should select marketing strate-
gies involving product differentiation and targeting specific consumer segments in order
to be competitive. Understanding customers’ needs and realizing that “one size cannot fit
all” is essential for their long-term viability. In general, the implementation of undifferen-
tiated marketing is challenging for small firms since larger competitors that use the cost
leadership approach can easily neutralize them by using aggressive policies that would
push them out of the market. Only a few leading and large enterprises can successfully
target the entire broader market through the cost leadership strategy and other marketing
tactics, known as undifferentiated marketing.

Therefore, the best option for the smaller food businesses seeking to increase com-
petitiveness and become sustainable is using the segmentation and specialization process
by targeting specific consumer groups. By segmenting the market, food businesses aim
to identify, within a broader product market, a group of buyers sharing common charac-
teristics, beliefs, and perceptions that differentiate them from consumers of other groups.
Selecting a marketing strategy is a complex and crucial determinant for the viability and
sustainability of agricultural cooperatives. Thus, in order to produce a cooperative strategy,
it is necessary to examine other areas related to cooperative products, such as promotion
and advertising methods, packaging, and trademark issues, as well as the management of
supply chains, to fully address the potential of the chosen marketing strategy.

The present study provided evidence about the usefulness of market segmentation
as a marketing strategy for agricultural cooperatives, offering a variety of benefits. The
required customer analysis allows agricultural cooperatives to meet customers’ needs
and expectations since it provides a wider view of their profile and consumption behav-
ior. Moreover, by examining their competitors in segments, agricultural cooperatives can
enhance their assessment of the competitive situation, gaining the advantage of distinguish-
ing the segments they should target and the nature of competitive advantage to seek. The
results derived from this study could provide insight that may contribute to more effective
strategic and tactical marketing decisions by agricultural cooperatives all over Europe.

These approaches require further research and specific surveys to examine consumers’
perceptions about food products from agricultural cooperatives. In any case, it is of great
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interest for all food companies in all countries to identify consumption patterns with
certain perceptions.

7. Limitations

The most important weakness of this survey is that it was limited to Western Greece
and the results were based on a convenience sample, making it difficult to generalize
its findings. Nevertheless, to the best of the authors’ knowledge, it is one of the first
surveys on consumers’ attitude toward the products of agricultural cooperatives in Greece.
However, these limitations apply to most consumer behavior studies, and future research
could reproduce this study in Greece or even in other European countries to examine
the stability of the segments and to assess the validity of the scales. Nevertheless, the
advantage of the survey lies in the guidelines provided for segmenting consumers of
agricultural cooperative products. These can be utilized by a broader marketing strategy
for the development and promotion of the products of agricultural cooperatives.
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Appendix A

Table A1. Final cluster centers.

Component Used in Cluster Analysis
Cluster

1 2 3 4

Principal component: first products basket 0.50492 0.29854 −0.44640 −0.53385

Principal component: second products basket −0.27878 0.61553 −0.26252 −0.46489

Principal component: third products basket 0.89608 0.06714 −0.53989 −0.43354

Principal component: product characteristics −0.09025 0.53475 −0.99464 0.40980

Principal component: reputation 0.42930 0.38487 0.16223 −10.38670

Principal component: price/value 0.95033 −0.36958 −0.31834 0.01200

Table A2. Analysis of variance (ANOVA) results regarding the characteristics across the clusters.

Component Sum of
Squares df Mean

Square F Sig.

first products
basket

Between groups 73.125 3 24.375 29.856 0.000

Within groups 311.875 382 0.816

Total 385.000 385

second
products

basket

Between groups 79.760 3 26.587 33.273 0.000

Within groups 305.240 382 0.799

Total 385.000 385
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Table A2. Cont.

Component Sum of
Squares df Mean

Square F Sig.

third products
basket

Between groups 108.848 3 36.283 50.190 0.000

Within groups 276.152 382 0.723

Total 385.000 385

Product
characteristics

Between groups 145.406 3 48.469 77.277 0.000

Within groups 239.594 382 0.627

Total 385.000 385

Reputation

Between groups 179.942 3 59.981 111.738 0.000

Within groups 205.058 382 0.537

Total 385.000 385

Price/value

Between groups 102.901 3 34.300 46.447 0.000

Within groups 282.099 382 0.738

Total 385.000 385

Table A3. Description of the consumers’ demographic characteristics across the four clusters.

Clusters
Demographics Frequencies First Cluster:

“Skeptics”
Second Cluster:
“Cooperatives”

Third Cluster:
“Passively
Sensitive”

Fourth
Cluster:

“Indifferent”

Gender

Male 153 39 45 49 20

Female 233 65 65 54 49

Age groups (years)

18–32 167 46 41 48 32

33–47 160 45 58 34 23

48–65 59 13 11 21 14

Years of education

<9 10 3 4 2 1

9–12 80 18 22 21 19

13–14 76 21 18 21 16

15–16 155 45 49 40 21

17–18 65 17 17 19 12

Monthly household income

0–500€ 139 40 31 46 22

501–1000€ 114 26 40 27 21

1001–1500€ 87 23 26 21 17

>1500€ 46 15 13 9 9

Marital status

Single 180 52 45 56 27

Married 185 46 61 43 35

Divorced 21 6 4 4 7

Number of children

None 207 55 55 64 33

1–2 154 42 44 35 33

3–4 25 7 11 4 3
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Table A3. Cont.

Clusters
Demographics Frequencies First Cluster:

“Skeptics”
Second Cluster:
“Cooperatives”

Third Cluster:
“Passively
Sensitive”

Fourth
Cluster:

“Indifferent”

Weekly expenditure on food

Up to 50€ 189 49 46 62 32

51–100€ 119 30 49 23 17

101–150€ 54 18 13 11 12

>150€ 24 7 2 6 8

Occupation

Private sector 83 18 26 24 15

Public sector 79 25 23 17 14

Freelancer 64 18 22 14 10

Student 62 17 14 19 12

Unemployed 57 15 16 18 19

Farmer 29 8 5 10 6

Retired 12 3 4 1 4

Place of residence

Regional unit
of Aitoloakar-

nania
153 46 41 30 36

Regional unit
of Achaia 107 41 25 30 14

Regional unit
of Elia 74 15 30 21 8
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