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Abstract

The effort to design and implement sustainable development paths is clear and concrete in
different sectors of the productive system. Many companies have decided to re-project their value
proposition in a green way, considering the new environmental, social and economic concerns.
However, this is not a simple evolution, since it needs a deep change in strategic and operative
contexts. One evidence can be the adoption of specific standards, not obliged by law. Standards that
demonstrate, for example, the voluntary application of processes for a reduced environmental impact,
preserving the ecosystem. A very important sector, considering not only the economic perspective, is
the agribusiness. The production of food is always under a deep analysis since it is correlated with
very sensitive issues such as human health and well-being. This study focuses on ecolabels in
agrifood, through an empirical analysis. In the last decades, there has been an exponential increase
of these labels in general and it generated confusion among consumers but also more information.
Anyway, it is possible to affirm that there is a well-known group of ecolabels. The present
investigation aims to demonstrate a positive correlation between their presence and consumer
behaviour.
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INTRODUCTION

Over the last decades, it is possible to register a constant and
continuous evolution of the identity of companies. From the first half of the
last century there is a clear attempt to assign a role not only economic to
business activity. Proponents of this idea are well known authors as Barnard
C. (1938), Simon H. (1945) and Bowen H. (1953), considered one of the
fathers of the so-called Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR). CSR became
recently a paradigm incorporated in public policies too, since it is possible
to read an official definition by European Commission. Therefore, CSR can
be one of the key factors of this global change (Vastola et al., 2016),
considering that it has also a positive impact on consumer trust (Pivato et
al., 2008; Russo et al., 2015). Marketing, with green evolution (Calace et al.,
2014; Polonsky, 1994), gave another important contribution in projecting
and delivering new value propositions based on environmental features.
Actually it is widening accepted the model of sustainable development
(Brundtland, 1987), that has to reach environmental, economic and social
objectives (Elkington, 1997).
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Considering all productive sectors and specifically the agrifood, one
of the best evidence of a sustainability choice is the adoption of voluntary
actions, to improve products and services with higher quality standards.
These standards can be summarized in the ecolabels.

LITERATURE REVIEW AND HYPOTHESIS DEVELOPMENT

The presence of ecolabels on agrifood products means a concrete
work to offer better features from different points of view, since they are
also an answer to an increased interest in product details (Zepeda et al.,
2013). Ecolabels could be referred, for example, to environmental, ethical,
social, economic or other aspects too, following different schemes in the
macro view of sustainability. They can be grouped into three types,
adopting the indications of International Standard Organizations (ISO).
Type 1 is voluntary, multiple-criteria-based, third-party program that awards
a license that authorizes the use of environmental labels on products
indicating overall environmental preference of a product within a particular
product category based on life cycle. Type 2 is informative environmental
self-declaration claims. Type 3 are voluntary programs that provide
quantified environmental data of a product, under pre-set categories of
parameters set by a qualified third party and based on lifecycle assessment,
and verified by that or another qualified third party. The growing number of
ecolabels in recent years has generated both information (Vermeir and
Verbeke, 2006; Pirotte, 2007; Padel et al., 2010; Zander and Hamm, 2010)
and confusion (Hoogland et al., 2007; Gadema and Oglethorpe, 2011)
among consumers. However, consumers may also expect to benefit from
third-party certification systems (Hatanaka et al., 2005; Schena et al., 2015).
The present work is focused on three of the most popular ecolabels,

“organic farming'”, “fair trade®” and “rainforest alliance™”.

" Put simply, organic farming is an agricultural system that seeks to provide you, the
consumer, with fresh, tasty and authentic food while respecting natural life-cycle systems”
(source: European Commission -  http://ec.europa.eu/agriculture/organic/organic-
farming/what-is-organic-farming_en).

* Fairtrade is an alternative approach to conventional trade and is based on a partnership
between producers and consumers. When farmers can sell on Fairtrade terms, it provides
them with a better deal and improved terms of trade. This allows them the opportunity to
improve their lives and plan for their future. Fairtrade offers consumers a powerful way to
reduce poverty through their every day shopping” (source: Fairtrade Labelling
Organizations International - http://www.fairtrade.net/about-fairtrade/what-is-
fairtrade.html).

? The Rainforest Alliance is a growing network of people who are inspired and committed
to working together to achieve our mission of conserving biodiversity and ensuring
sustainable livelihoods. Through creative, pragmatic collaboration, we aim to rebalance the
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The hypothesis of this work is:
Hypothesis 1: Consumers do reveal a positive behaviour towards most
popular eco-labels

MATERIAL AND METHOD

1. Data

This research is based on data deriving from a questionnaire, adopting
a random sampling. The questionnaire has been composed after a pre-test
performed on 120 persons (60 women and 60 men), in order to avoid
misinterpretation or unclear questions.

Therefore, a cross-sectional survey has been realized and, considering
the absence of anomalies during the pre-test phase, the questionnaire has
been handed out to a sample of no less than 2,000 units, on the entire Italian
territory.

The final work can be the result of four steps, during both the pre-test
phase and the subsequent:

1. preparatory phase: review and integration of the literature
concerning ecolabels

2. administration of the questionnaire;

3.  tabulation data and model building: econometric analysis and
subsequent economic analysis of the data collected;

4. analysis of the model obtained: formalization of the reference
positive model - theoretical and practical.

The main topics analysed are focused on knowledge of the selected
ecolabels and the propensity to purchase food products marked with them.

Following the aim of this work, exogenous factors have been
considered to observe their influence on purchase behaviour.

2. Method

The research is focused on three econometric models. The
independent variables are fixed while the dependent variables are
respectively:

1. the purchase behaviour related to the “organic farming” eco-label;

2. the purchase behaviour related to the “fair trade” eco-label;

3. the purchase behaviour related to the “rainforest” eco-label.

The first step is the analysis of the correlation index, to observe the
existing links among the different variables took into consideration.

planet by building strong forests and healthy communities around the world” (source:
Rainforest Alliance - http://www.rainforest-alliance.org/about).
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In particular, observing the results regarding to direct and indirect
linear correlation, in all three models there are some remarkable values.
Considering the high values exposed in the correlation index, it has been
necessary to make the test about the variance inflation factor (VIF).

The results are summarized as follows, excluding the dependent
variable (that is not included into the test):

Table 1
Results of multicollinearity test

Organic Fair Rainforest

farming trade alliance
Gender 1.315 1.326 1.382
Age 3.669 3.917 3.699
Education 2.898 2.889 2.855
Job 5.101 4.564 4.621
Housing unit 1.476 1.503 1.523
Children less than 5 years old 2.123 2.301 2.169
Income 1.451 1.669 1.519
Level of food information 1.359 1.287 1.335
Knowledge related to ecolabel 1.386 1.759 1.529
symbols

The values presented above express that there are no
multicollinearity problems.

The following step is the building and the elaboration of the
regression model.

In this case, there is a linear probability model, and in particular a
probit regression with multiple regressors.

The dependent variables are the purchase behaviours related to the
“organic farming”, the “fair trade” and the “rainforest alliance” eco-labels,
expressed as a percentage.

The independent variables are: gender, age, education, job, housing
unit (the total number of persons residing in the same house), presence of
children with age less than 5 years (dummy variable), income, food
information (about product and its features) and knowledge related to
ecolabel symbols.

Therefore, the models are presented in the following table 2.

The hypothesis of this research (a positive behaviour is associated
with most popular eco-labels) is verified in all three models, observing the
“knowledge related to ecolabel symbols”, with the following results:

- Organic farming: r = 2.006, p <0.1;
- Fair trade: r = 0.756, p < 0.05;
- Rainforest alliance: r = 0.079, p <0.1.
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Table 2
Probit models

Organic farming Fair trade R:lillil;(:;?t

Coef. P-Value Coef. | P-Value Coef. P-Value
Const 5001 | 0037+ | 2.004 | 0.063* | 0543 | 0.174
Gender —1.319 | 0.007#% | 0.505 | 0.054* | 0.101 | 0.089*
Age 0207 | 0048+ | 0.116 | 0.081* | 0022 | 0.095%
Education 0.896 | 0.019% | 0225 | 0.046%* | —0.074 | 0.085%
Job 2.107 | 0.041%* | 1.134 | 0039 | 1.286 | 0.059%
Housing unit 1.003 | 0.092% | 0.109 | 0.116 | 0274 | 0.106
ﬁaeje;‘;ee;’riduldren withageless | 056 | 0.002%%+ | 0785 | 0.079* | ~1.754 | 0.067*
Income 0.058 | 0.029% | 0.673 | 0.039%* | 0.607 | 0.048%*
Food information 1.027 | 0.038* | 0406 | 0103 | 0.175 | 0.086*
gﬂ‘;ﬁf’fge related to ecolabel 2.006 | 0.024%% | 0.756 | 0.045%* | 0.079 | 0.093*

N = 2,000

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Surely there is a wide literature related to the large number of
ecolabels currently existing on food production. This last element is often
considered as a real obstacle in the acceptance of these new standards, since
it could produce a general confusion among consumers.

However, good information can create a different and virtuous process
of understanding and acceptance of ecolabels.

It suggests that in this framework it is not impossible to improve the
consumer behaviour. The three ecolabels analysed in this work are a
concrete examples. “Organic farming” is sure the best accepted ecolabels
with the higher preference and it is also confirmed from the growing supply
of food with these “brand”. An important aspect is also that organic farming
is preferred by female gender, while male gender is more attracted by fair
trade and rainforest alliance, paying more attention to social and ethical
features.

There is a positive effect between education and the purchase
behaviour related to “organic farming” and “fair trade” products. Regarding
to this last aspect there is no significant evidence with “rainforest alliance”
products. Moreover, an important finding is, about “organic farming”
products, the positive effect played by the presence, in the family context, of
children with age less than 5 years.
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Ultimately, it is possible to affirm that, generally, the propensity to
buy, considering the three selected ecolabel, is higher for products coming
from organic farming, confirmed by the pseudo R2 value that is 0.48,
compared with 0.36 and 0.29 respectively of "fair trade" and "rainforest
alliance" products labelled.

This research is a concrete evidence of the presence and the
importance of food products marked with ecolabels. Surely not all ecolabels
can register the same effects on consumer behaviour but, considering the
three ecolabel of this research, the results are positive. The approach can be
different, following the different meanings of these last, but there is, overall,
an interesting trend to observe.

CONCLUSIONS

The very remarkable conclusion of this work is related to the growing
importance that an ecolabel can play in the composition of a value
proposition.

This research specifically analysed food products, considering
ecolabels with different features, from technical aspects to social and ethical
instances. This could be really, from a strategic point of view, a chance for a
better differentiation. Actually is more evident an increased attention of
consumers to sustainability issues and it is necessary to express real
solutions.

Even if in the last decades it is possible to register a continuous
development of ecolabels, often creating disorientation, they are good tools
to re-think the entire food productions, generating new and stronger
relationships with customers and stakeholders too.

The next step of this work could be to research the value that these
eco-labels are reaching, becoming true “brands”.
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