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Abstract

:

Sustainability labels serve as crucial instruments facilitating the presentation of credible product attributes, enabling consumers to assess various aspects of sustainability in their purchasing decisions. This study aims to evaluate consumers’ preferences and willingness to pay for sustainable certifications, specifically Fairtrade and UTZ certification, within the coffee sector in Spain. Employing the choice experiment approach, an online survey involving 547 Spanish consumers was conducted, and a conditional logit model was estimated. The findings indicate that consumers exhibit positive utility towards both sustainability labels examined. Furthermore, the results reveal that consumers are willing to pay a premium of EUR 1.481 per 250 g for the Fairtrade label and EUR 1.379 per 250 g for the UTZ label. The proposed model offers an initial insight into willingness to pay for sustainable coffee in Spain. These results furnish valuable insights for the coffee sector in crafting effective marketing strategies to bolster initiatives promoting sustainable production practices and expanding market access for certified coffee products.
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1. Introduction


Consumer awareness and choices wield significant influence in addressing contemporary environmental, social, and economic challenges. Consumers pay attention not only to price and product quality, but increasingly also to the environmental and ethical aspects associated with their consumption habits. Sustainability labels are regarded as credible tools that facilitate the presentation of important product characteristics. Consequently, consumers can assess the sustainability aspects of their purchases, promoting informed decision-making in the marketplace. Many scientists are of the opinion that sustainability labels play a decisive role in reducing the information gap between producers and consumers regarding environmental and social issues [1,2].



According to the European Commission: “the labelling rules enable the citizens to get comprehensive information about the content and composition of food products. Labelling helps consumers to make an informed choice while purchasing their foodstuffs” [3]. The pivotal role of sustainability labelling in attaining sustainability objectives lies in its pursuit of adding value, securing a competitive edge, and enhancing the efficiency of the value chain to meet consumer demands and preferences more effectively [4]. This approach offers consumers the opportunity to incorporate and assess environmental and ethical considerations into their purchasing decisions. Therefore, due to their impacts, these schemes are often used to empower sustainable rural development [5].



There has been an observed escalation in consumer awareness of sustainability labels, reflecting a favourable disposition toward sustainability attributes present in food products [6]. However, it is noteworthy that this favourable awareness is not consistently reflected in consumer actions [7]. Numerous studies underscore the importance of understanding and leveraging consumer motivation and knowledge for the use of sustainability information in food products. Van Loo et al. [8] have emphasised the importance of consumer knowledge and motivation in the use of sustainability information about food. while Aprile and Punzo [9] emphasized the importance of food producers adopting environmental sustainability labels and stressed that such initiatives should be complemented by efficacious information policies designed to enhance consumer awareness. Consumers’ assessment of certifications is influenced by messaging that distinctly indicates outstanding quality and aligns with an awareness of sustainability challenges [10]. This emphasis on understanding consumer behaviour and cognition is crucial for promoting sustainability in the context of food consumption.



Sustainability has become an important tool for the coffee sector and many other food sectors to differentiate their products, increase profits and meet consumer demand. Coffee stands as one of the paramount commodities globally, requiring a stable climate for cultivation. For farms vulnerable to natural disasters and the impacts of climate change, the adoption of sustainable practices is not merely a strategic choice but a vital means of ensuring survival. Coffee is an important product for many countries around the world, as their economies depend on it, and it provides a livelihood for millions of families [11].



The cultivation of coffee faces many challenges that threaten the survival of this product. Hence, the sustainability of the sector is a support and an incentive for farmers to continue and maintain this agriculture. Spain, being a significant consumer of coffee and one of the foremost direct importers of green coffee beans in Europe, bears a share of the responsibility in both establishing sustainability measures internally and contributing to sustainability efforts externally [11]. The presence of sustainability labels on coffee could potentially enhance the competitiveness of the Spanish coffee sector, particularly amidst the growing awareness among consumers. Consequently, this presents a potential marketing edge for companies producing sustainable coffee.



Many studies have stated that price is the most significant factor deterring consumers from purchasing sustainable products, particularly due to the price differential between sustainable and conventional products [4,12,13,14], which makes the willingness to pay an important characteristic to be evaluated. Numerous studies have previously examined sustainable labels on food, uncovering variations in consumers’ preferences and willingness to pay (WTP) based on the products, types of labels, and countries [4,8,12,14,15,16,17,18,19,20]. While previous studies have assessed consumers’ willingness to pay for sustainability labels on food using various methodologies, there is a lack of research applying the choice experiment approach to sustainability labels within the coffee sector in Spain. The present study contributes to this research gap by investigating consumers’ willingness to pay for sustainability labels on coffee. This study aims to contribute to the existing literature by analysing consumer preferences and willingness-to-pay in relation to two sustainability labels for coffee: Fairtrade and UTZ certification. The choice of these two certifications was based on the findings of the study conducted by Merbah and Benito-Hernández [21] on sustainability labels in the Spanish coffee market, where, unexpectedly, the results showed that the coefficient associated with Fairtrade certification had a negative value, indicating a discount of −27.28%, while the second sustainability label was considered because it is the most prevalent in the Spanish coffee sector. Furthermore, our study contributes by offering practical insights for stakeholders, including coffee producers, retailers, and policymakers, to advance sustainability efforts in the coffee sector. To our knowledge, no other study has assessed consumers’ willingness to pay for these types of labels in the coffee sector in Spain.




2. Literature Review


The availability of sustainability standards has increased significantly in markets in recent decades. Previously limited to niche markets, sustainable commodities that adhere to internationally recognized standards have been increasingly important compared to conventional commodities (products sold without any specific certifications or labels indicating special attributes) [22]. According to the Food and Agriculture Organisation of the United Nations (FAO): “Coffee certifications can demonstrate to consumers that coffee has been produced sustainably and can increase its market value, if there is sufficient demand” [23].



Adapting production systems to changing climate conditions and reducing environmental impacts is the responsibility of all producing countries, international organizations, and even consumers who can translate their sustainability awareness into actionable behaviour. Several sustainability initiatives have been launched in the coffee sector, positioning it as a leading indicator of sustainable products. Over the years, voluntary sustainability standards have become a recognized tool for monitoring unsustainable behaviours and ensuring improvements in the coffee supply chain [22,24]. According to Coffee Barometer: “Voluntary Sustainability Standards (VSS) in the coffee sector are key elements of corporate sustainability and CSR strategies across the coffee industry. VSS have a long history and promote better conditions in international trade and production. Although content and scope vary, they all aim to offer guidelines for producing, selling, and purchasing coffee identified as “sustainable”, “responsible”, “ethical”, etc.” [24]. Certified coffee cultivation follows specific guidelines that consider at least one of the sustainability criteria: economic, environmental, and/or social. Additionally, verification by an independent certification body is required [11,25]. These certifications may vary in several aspects, such as standard criteria, audit methods, and consumer marketing [24].



Coffee industry players have constantly sought to meet market demands by adopting more sustainable practises, which has led to an increase in the supply of certified coffee [26]. In addition to the market for certified sustainable coffee, such as Fairtrade and organic coffee, various other certification schemes have emerged. These include Rainforest Alliance, Bird Friendly, and UTZ certified [24,27]. Moreover, there are other verification schemes that are private sector standards (not certifications), such as Starbucks C.A.F.E. Nespresso AAA Practises and Guidelines and 4C, a business-to-business initiative [28]. Fairtrade certification places emphasis on both economic and social sustainability, aiming to guarantee fair working conditions for employed labour and establish a minimum fair-trade price and/or a fair-trade price premium for producers. The minimum price is designed to cover the costs associated with sustainable production for the producer, while price premiums are intended to enable farmers to enhance their quality of life by securing a vital income [29]. With the UTZ certification program, coffee is cultivated using sustainable practices regarding the use of fertilizers, pesticides, water, and energy. Furthermore, the program ensures that employees are treated with respect and provided with decent labour rights, suitable housing, and attention to their health [30].



In comparison to conventional coffee, sustainable coffee is more expensive to produce, as reflected in the additional price added to the final amount paid by the consumer [31]. Farmers’ continued membership in the certification scheme depends on consumers’ willingness to pay. Therefore, if consumers are not willing to pay a higher price for sustainable coffee, it will be challenging for farmers to maintain certification [32]. On the other hand, several studies have indicated that consumers are indeed willing to pay a premium for sustainable food products [33,34,35,36]. The diversity in willingness-to-pay (WTP) was influenced by factors such as the study location, the products and their attributes considered, as well as the methods employed for data collection and analysis [37].



A substantial body of literature has employed choice experiments to investigate consumer preferences and willingness-to-pay for various attributes in the food sector, for instance [4,20,37,38]. Choice experiments, also known as choice-based conjoint analysis, are an evaluation method that determines people’s preferences for a set of alternatives described by a relevant set of attributes [39].




3. Materials and Methods


3.1. Choice Experiments


Choice experiments, also known as discrete choice experiments, attribute-based stated preference methods, or choice-based conjoint analyses, constitute one of the fundamental statistical methodologies employed across diverse domains of social science research [40]. A choice experiment is a survey approach to determining consumer preferences within hypothetical markets. Respondents are asked to choose between several public or private goods. The underlying assumption is that individuals make these choices by weighing the individual attributes of the available goods and selecting the option that maximizes utility [41].



The choice experiment approach aligns with [42] the theory of consumption, which assumes that the utility of a good results from its set of characteristics. Choice experiments are based on the theory of random utility, which states that a person choosing between different alternatives tries to maximise his utility. Therefore, the consumer chooses the alternative that offers the greatest utility [43,44]. The choice experiment method has been chosen based on a comparison between two different methods: the choice experiment and conventional contingent valuation. In the latter, people are asked directly in a survey how much they would be willing to pay for certain characteristics or services. The choice experiment approach has several features: it enables the simultaneous evaluation of multiple attributes and aligns with Lancaster’s random utility theory and consumer demand theory. Another advantage of employing the choice experiment approach is its closer resemblance to the consumer’s actual purchase decision. Previous research on consumer preferences for sustainable coffee has highlighted significant variations in preferences across different countries. Table 1 provides a comprehensive summary of previous research endeavours dedicated to investigating consumer preferences for coffee, along with their main findings.



The first step in conducting the choice experiment involved defining the product attributes and their respective levels. The sustainability labels included in our choice experiment were Fairtrade certification and UTZ certification. We assumed that attributes other than price and label (such as brand name, intensity, etc.) were identical for all products. For each of the sustainability labels, two levels were considered: present or absent.



The use of four price levels is relatively common in the literature on the application of choice experiments. To estimate the willingness-to-pay and make the consumer’s choice more realistic, the four levels of the price attribute (EUR 0.99, 3.39, 5.79, and 8.19) per 250 g were selected based on the price results from the earlier [21] study. The chosen price vector reflects the price levels found in supermarkets for 250 g of coffee in the Spanish market, ranging from EUR 0.99/250 g to EUR 8.19/250 g (Table 2). The selected attributes were combined to create hypothetical products presented to consumers as a “set of options” and designed as follows [40,49].



The second step was to create a full factorial design, which involved two two-level factors (the Fairtrade label and the UTZ label) and one four-level factor (the price attribute). In a full factorial design, all combinations of the levels of each attribute are included. In our case, there were two two-level attributes and one four-level attribute. The full factorial design encompassed sixteen possible combinations (16 = 2 × 2 × 4).



The third step was to create a fractional factorial design. This design allows for the estimation of main effects, reducing the number of rows from the full factorial design by half. Subsequently, the choice sets are formed through random selection without replacement. To create a choice set with two alternatives, one alternative from each of the sets of the fractional factorial design is randomly selected without replacement. Each row of the fractional factorial design corresponded to each question in the choice experiments (Table 3), resulting in 13,128 observations, with 547 blocks (547 individuals) having eight sub-blocks (eight questions) and three rows (three alternatives).




3.2. Data Collection


The data used were derived from an online survey conducted in Spain in January 2023. Online surveys are gaining popularity among researchers due to their cost-effectiveness and the ability to be conducted quickly [8,50].



The questionnaire included queries related to the choice experiment as well as questions about the socio-demographic characteristics of the respondents. Respondents were asked to choose their preferred option from a choice set containing two coffee products. Each set comprised three hypothetical options and included a “none of these” alternative. The latter was added to increase the similarity to a real shopping experience [51]. Participants evaluated eight sets, and an example of the choice set questionnaire is illustrated in Figure 1.



The sample comprised 547 respondents (Table 4), with a gender distribution of 64.4% women and 35.6% men. In terms of age, the respondents covered various age groups: 56.2% were between 18 and 34 years old, 30.7% were between 35 and 54 years old, and 13.1% were more than 54 years old. Notably, our sample predominantly represented a young adult demographic. The focus on young consumers aligns with broader research efforts aiming to promote sustainable consumption among this demographic.



The young adult demographic is pivotal in shaping the conceptualization and practice of sustainable living, justifying the emphasis of this study on this segment. This approach aligns with other research endeavours, including works by [52,53,54], since they represent the consumers of the future who could translate their sustainability awareness into tangible behaviour.



In terms of educational level, most respondents possessed a university education, comprising 63%, while those with secondary education constituted 32.8%. Additionally, 4.2% of the surveyed individuals had attained primary education. Turning to household composition, as delineated in Table 4, 37.8% were characterized by a size of four or more individuals, 26% consisted of two individuals, households with three members represented 22.7% of the sample, and 13.5% were represented by one person.




3.3. Economic Analysis of Choice Experiment


The conditional logit model is a popular discrete choice model in choice experiment applications (CL) [40]. The probability of individual  n  selecting alternative  i  from the choice set    C n     in the CL model is as follows:


  P  i  = exp    V  i n     /   ∑   j ∈  C n    exp    V  i j      



(1)







   V  i n     is a systematic component of utility that is usually assumed to be a linear additive function of the independent variables    X  i k n     with coefficients    β  i k    , as follows:


   V  i n   =   ∑   k = 1  k   β  i k    X  i k n    



(2)







The conditional logit model has been employed in various prior studies pertaining to the choice experiment for the statistical analysis of responses to questions within the scope of our research. This model is grounded in random utility theory, wherein a respondent’s utility is divided into two components: a representative (systematic) component and a random component. The representative utility component for the “none of these” option was normalized to 0, and for the two types of coffee, it was assumed to be as follows:


   V j  = A S C +  β F  F  T j  +  β U  U T  Z j  +  β P  L N P R  I j   



(3)




where    V j    denotes the representative component of the utility of coffee   j     j = A , B    .   A S C   refers to an alternative specific constant.   F  T j    takes the value of 1 if coffee  j  was sold with a Fairtrade label and 0 otherwise.   U T  Z j    takes the value of 1 if coffee  j  was sold with a UTZ certification label and 0 otherwise.   L N P R  I j    denotes the price of coffee  j .



   β F   ,    β U    y    β P     are unknown parameters associated with   F  T j   ,   U T  Z j    y   L N P R  I j   , respectively.



The marginal willingness-to-pay for attributes/levels is widely used in research involving conditional logit models. In the CL model (which has a linear utility function), the marginal willingness-to-pay for a non-monetary variable is calculated as follows:


  −    b  n m      b m    ,  



(4)




where    b  n m     is an estimated coefficient for the non-monetary variable, and    b m    is an estimated coefficient for the monetary variable.





4. Results


The results of the conditional logit model are presented in Table 5. The model investigated the influence of sustainability labels (Fairtrade label, UTZ certification), and price, on the probability of respondents selecting either option ‘A’ or ‘B’, estimated using R studio software (4.3.3).



All variables associated with sustainability labels showed statistically significant positive coefficients. In contrast, the price exhibited the anticipated negative sign, in line with economic theory, suggesting consumers’ preferences for a more economical product.



In the context of the Fairtrade coffee label, the likelihood of opting to purchase either option ‘A’ or option ‘B’ exhibited a notable increase when the Fairtrade label was associated with the product. Similarly, the UTZ label emerged as a significant influencing factor in the choice process. The coefficients for both the Fairtrade and UTZ certification labels were statistically significant and positive, suggesting that the utility associated with Fairtrade and UTZ certification coffees is positive.



Table 5 additionally presents the implicit prices corresponding to each sustainability label. A notably positive mean value of willingness-to-pay was observed for both Fairtrade and UTZ certification labels. This signified that consumers expressed a willingness-to-pay a premium for coffee labelled with Fairtrade and UTZ certifications. Specifically, consumers were willing to pay approximately EUR 1.481/250 g for the Fairtrade label, while the willingness-to-pay for the UTZ label was EUR 1.379/250 g.




5. Discussion


This study analysed consumer preferences and willingness to pay for sustainability labels. The sample consisted of over 56% young adults (18–35 years). Young adults play an important role in the conceptualisation of sustainable lifestyles and practises. Additionally, a significant proportion of the sample had a high level of education, as 62.2% of the respondents had a university degree. Respondents were also asked if they knew what certified coffee was, and 61.9% stated that they were not familiar with certified coffee. However, 79.2% of those surveyed identified as coffee consumers. This finding aligns with the study conducted by Annunziata et al. [52], which investigated the efficacy of sustainability labels in influencing the food choices of young adults, revealing a general low level of understanding of sustainability labels.



The findings suggest that the presence of sustainability labels such as Fairtrade and UTZ certification on coffee increases consumers’ willingness to pay. This indicates that these labels greatly enhance the likelihood of purchases by consumers. In terms of consumer utility, respondents demonstrated high utility from the Fairtrade label. These findings are consistent with previous research by Bosbach and Maietta [55], who reported approximately a 30% price increase with the Fairtrade label in the Italian coffee market, a 55% increase in the German coffee market [56], and a 15–30% increase in the United States market [46]. However, in contrast, Spain’s Fairtrade market appeared less developed compared to other European countries. In 2020, Spanish consumers spent EUR 2.9 on Fairtrade products [57], whereas European consumers spent an average of EUR 15 per inhabitant on these products in the same year [58]. Additionally, in earlier research conducted by Merbah and Benito-Hernández [21], it was found that the Fairtrade label had a negative effect on coffee prices in the Spanish market.



The findings suggest that UTZ certification has a significant impact on consumers’ choice of coffee. This aligns with prior research indicating that consumers in various countries, including the Netherlands, Germany, Belgium, Switzerland, and the Nordic Countries, have shown a favourable inclination towards UTZ certification, according to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (2021) [59]. Furthermore, this finding is consistent with the research of Merbah and Benito-Hernández [21], which indicates that the UTZ label represents the highest percentage of sustainable coffee in the Spanish market, commanding a premium price of +28.51% compared to conventional coffee.



It is essential to note that the results indicate the UTZ label positively influences consumer utility and is also positively correlated with coffee market prices. Conversely, while Fairtrade certification positively impacts consumer utility and willingness to pay, it is not associated with a premium for coffee in the real Spanish market.




6. Conclusions


Sustainability labels hold considerable potential to foster a more sustainable market in Spain. Consumer preferences and their willingness-to-pay for these labels present opportunities to boost demand for sustainable coffees and broaden the consumer base.



The findings enable the identification of key competitive strategies that manufacturers in the Spanish coffee market could adopt, supporting sustainability both internally and externally. Given Spain’s prominence in the export of processed coffee, these strategies could further contribute to the sustainability of that sector. The heightened consumer awareness of health and environmental concerns, particularly during the COVID-19 pandemic, creates an opportune moment to translate sustainability into tangible consumer behaviour. Certification labels sought by consumers offer manufacturers a pathway to develop profitable strategies through product differentiation.



From a policy perspective, the government should prioritize sustainable production in its policies, aligning with the growing global and European trend. There is a need to focus on effective marketing strategies for sustainable products and develop methods to encourage sustainable consumption. Public information campaigns can play a crucial role in educating consumers, especially the younger demographic, about the benefits of sustainable foods across the three pillars of sustainability: social, economic, and environmental. Virtual corporate social responsibility (CSR) co-creation has demonstrated its effectiveness as a mechanism for fostering public engagement with corporate-initiated CSR efforts. It is noteworthy that 72% of global companies incorporate social media platforms into their CSR communication strategies [60]. The implementation of virtual CSR co-creation initiatives has the potential to promote green consumption [61]. Moreover, CSR initiatives have been shown to positively impact consumers’ willingness to pay [62].



Spain, as a coffee consuming country, and one of the most important direct importers of green coffee beans in Europe, shares the responsibility to establish sustainability internally and externally, which seems to play an important role in influencing the price of coffee.



Our findings emphasize the importance of companies exercising caution when investing in sustainability labels, stressing the necessity of an effective information policy to enhance public awareness. Well-designed labelling practices are essential, as they significantly influence individual perceptions of product sustainability.



Given the limited scope of our study, it is imperative that future research endeavours aim to comprehensively explore the coffee preferences of Spanish consumers. This could be achieved by incorporating additional characteristics beyond sustainability certifications, such as nutritional and sensory attributes. Furthermore, future investigations could validate our findings by examining sustainability certifications in conjunction with other food products in the market, taking into consideration a sample that includes all segments of the population. Furthermore, one limitation of our study is that the choice experiments involve hypothetical scenarios, which may introduce hypothetical bias. This occurs when respondents’ stated preferences do not align with their actual behaviour, potentially affecting the validity and reliability of the results. However, future research could enhance the robustness of our findings by testing them against real market data, such as through test market data.
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Figure 1. Example of choice set questionnaire options. 
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Table 1. Previous research, exploring consumer preferences for sustainable coffee.
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	References
	Country
	Analytical Method
	Finding





	Schollenberg [45]
	Sweden
	Hedonic price.
	The results point to a considerable premium of 38% paid for Fairtrade coffee, underlining the high public awareness reflected in retailers’ pricing policies.



	Van Loo et al. [8]
	United States
	A discrete choice experiment (consumer preferences, willingness to pay, and visual attention to attributes).
	The results suggest that consumers who spend more time serving and paying more attention to sustainability attributes value them more.



	Wang [46]
	United States
	Hedonic price.
	Differences in prices between labelled and conventional coffee.



	Takahashi et al. [18]
	United States
	Evidence From a laboratory randomized experiment using eye-trackers
	The forest illustrations on certified forest coffee labels capture participants’ visual attention and significantly boost the actual purchase of certified forest coffee. Specifically, a 1 s increase in visual attention is associated with a 22% rise in the likelihood of purchasing certified forest coffee.



	Maaya et al. [12]
	Belgium
	A discrete choice experiment.
	Research on the willingness-to-pay for sustainability labels on coffee has found that environmental and altruistic attitudes significantly influence consumers’ willingness-to-pay for both organic and Fairtrade labels.



	Liu et al. [47]
	Taiwan
	A discrete choice experiment.
	In terms of specific certification attributes, traceability, organic, graded, environmentally friendly, and fair-trade certifications are ranked in order of highest to lowest willingness to pay.



	Birkenberg et al. [48]
	Germany
	A discrete choice experiment.
	German consumers are willing to pay for a carbon-neutral label on specialty coffee.










 





Table 2. Attributes and their corresponding levels.






Table 2. Attributes and their corresponding levels.





	
Attributes

	
Levels






	
Fairtrade

	
The coffee is Fairtrade certified




	
The coffee is not Fairtrade certified




	
UTZ certification

	
The coffee is UTZ certified




	
The coffee is not UTZ certified




	
Price

	
EUR 0.99




	
EUR 3.39




	
EUR 5.79




	
EUR 8.19











 





Table 3. Total option sets excluding the “none of the