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Abstract: Despite numerous scholarly attempts, there is a lack of consensus regarding the relevance
of various factors influencing consumer’s intention to purchase organic food. The purpose
of this study is to asses the impact of subjective and personal norms on consumer attitude
toward buying organic food. Moreover, this study aims to explore the moderating role
of contextual factors - product knowledge and consumer scepticism on the norms- atti-
tude link. Data were collected through an online survey on a sample of 212 organic food
buyers in Bosnia and Herzegovina. Moderated regression analysis was used to test the
hypothesized relations between the constructs of interest. Findings indicate the subjective
and personal norms are positively and significantly related to consumer attitude toward
organic food purchases. Also, our findings revealed that product knowledge strengthens
the subjective norms-attitude relationship, while consumer scepticism toward organic food
claims weakens the subjective norms-attitude link. This study informs producers, market-
ers, and policy-makers about the relative importance of norms, scepticism, and knowledge
in the context of organic food consumption.
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Introduction

There is widespread consensus that environmentally and socially sustainable food
production is needed to tackle future challenges, such as the degradation of natu-
ral resources, the loss of biodiversity and the on-going rural depopulation (Mey-
er-Hofer, Nitzko & Spiller 2015). Thus, organic food production systems are seen
as one possible solution to these problems (Padel & Foster, 2005; Thggersen, 2009).
Moreover, the increasing health awareness and concern about sustainability issues in
consumption among consumers and citizens have led to the rise of organic consum-
erism, particularly in the context of organic food consumption.

The European market for organic food has grown tremendously during the past
few decades (Willer & Lernoud, 2017). The leading EU countries regarding retail
sales were Germany (8.6 billion euros), France (5.5 billion euros), United Kingdom
(2.6 billion euros), Italy, (2.3 billion euros), and Switzerland (2.2 billion euros). While
these markets have reached maturity, other markets (e.g., Western Balkan countries)
are still in the early stages of the development (Alibabi¢ et al., 2011; Cerjak et al.,
2010; Petljak, Stulec & Renko, 2017).

Table 1: Organic food market in Western Balkan countries compared to EU-28

EU-28 AL BA MK RS ME
Organic agricultural land 2014 (ha) 10,250,742 515 353 3,146 | 9,548 | 3,289
Share of total agricultural land 2014 (%) 5.7 0.04 0.02 0.3 0.2 0.6
Number of organic producers 2014 257,525 39 24 382 1,281 167
Total organic sales (Mio €, 2014) 23,943 na 1,7 na na 0,1
Total organic sales 2014 (€/person) 47.4 na 0,4 na na 0,2
Note: na, not avilable
AL — Albania; BA — Bosnia and Herzegovina; MK — Macedonia; RS — Serbia; ME- Montenegro.

Source: Own compilation according to Willer and Lernoud (2017)

Table 1 shows the current figures for organic food production and consumption in
the Western Balkan countries compared to the EU-28. Due to the different stages of
organic food market development in EU countries and Western Balkan countries, it
is lucrative to conduct a study focusing on organic food consumption within a market
that is still in its infancy.

Previous studies have applied various theories to better understand consumer be-
havior in the context of organic food consumption. Theory of Planned Behaviour
(TPB), proposed by Ajzen (1991), has been applied successfully to explain a wide
range of human behavior based on their behavioral intention. TPB assumes that be-
havioural intention can be predicted by three motivational factors: (1) the individual’s
attitude toward engaging in the behaviour; (2) the degree of social pressure felt by the
person with regard to the behaviour (subjective norms); and (3) the degree to which
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the behaviour is personally controllable (perceived behavioural control). Additional
theories, such as Norm-Activation Model — NAM (Schwartz, 1977) and Attitude Be-
haviour Context Model — ABC (Guagnano, Stern & Dietz, 1995) emphasize the role
of personal norms and contextual/situational factors in explaining consumer buying
behavior. Anchored in these three theories (TPB, NAM, and ABC), this study aims
to examine how subjective and personal norms are shaping consumer’s attitudes to-
ward organic food purchases in a novice market context (i.e., Bosnia and Herzegovi-
na). Also, this study strives to test the moderating role of subjective knowledge about
organic food and consumer scepticism with the regard of organic food claims on the
relationship between norms (subjective and personal) and consumer attitude toward
organic food purchases.

The paper is organized as follows. First, we describe the theoretical background
and hypotheses development. Next, we detail the research design, data analysis, and
results. Finally, we discuss findings along with limitations and future research direc-
tions.

Theoretical Background and Hypotheses

Subjective norms refer to the person’s perception of the social pressures associated
with the decision to either perform or not perform the behavior (Ajzen, 1991). Two
components determine subjective norms: normative beliefs (what a person thinks
others would want or expect from her/him to do) and motivation to comply with
them (how important is it to the person to do what she/he thinks others expect). Pre-
vious studies confirm that subjective norms play a pivotal role in influencing consum-
er behavior regarding organic food (e.g., Tarkiainen & Sundqvist, 2005; Thggersen,
2009; Zagata, 2012). Tarkiainen and Sundqvist (2005) assert that positive or negative
attitude toward buying organic food tend to “pass on“ among people. Therefore, if
consumers believe that those people important to them think organic food is good,
then they will be more prone toward buying organic food. On the contrary, if con-
sumers believe that those people important to them think organic food is worse than
non-organic food, then they will have less prone to buy organic food. Hence, we
derive the following hypothesis:

HI: Social norms have a positive impact on consumer attitude toward buying
organic food.

Personal norms can be defined as the feeling of moral obligation to act by an
individual’s own value systems (Schwartz, 1977). The central feature of personal
norms is that these norms represent the internalization of subjective norms. It has
been shown, for instance, that compliance with personal norms is associated with
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feelings of pride, while noncompliance with personal norms is related to feelings
of guilt (Onwezen, Antonides & Bartels, 2013). According to the Norm-Activation
Model (Schwartz and Howard, 1981), personal norms are activated by an awareness
of need - feeling that action is necessary to prevent a negative outcome for nature, and
an awareness of consequences - an awareness that the individual’s actions affect na-
ture positively or negatively). The role of moral norms or values in motivating organic
food purchases has been the subject of vigorous debate. However, many scholars
argue that personal norms have a significant influence on consumer attitude and their
intention to buy organic food (Aertsens et al., 2009; Arvola et al., 2008; Klockner &
Ohms, 2009; Thggersen, 2002). Klockner and Ohms (2009), for instance, examined
the link between personal norms and observed purchase behavior of organic milk.
They found that people with strong personal norms exhibit a different pattern of deci-
sional criteria with the regards to organic food purchases. More precisely, they found
that people with strong personal norms use “organic production,” the “EU-BIO-La-
bel” and “ingredients” as additional criteria during their decision process. Therefore,
we formulate a hypothesis for the direct effect of personal norms on consumer atti-
tude toward buying organic food:

H2: Personal norms have a positive impact on consumer attitude toward buying
organic food.

Consumer attitude consists of attitude valence and attitude strength. Attitude va-
lence refers to the degree of positivity or negativity by which an attitude object (in
the current context, a buying organic food) is evaluated. On the other hand, attitude
strength is ,,the positivity or negativity (valence) of an attitude weighted by the con-
fidence or certainty with which it is held” (i.e., the extent to which it is considered
valid) (Park et al., 2010). According to the integrated information theory, attitudes
are formed and changed through the integration (mixing, combining) of new infor-
mation existing cognitions or thoughts. Therefore, related contextual factors, such as
consumer’s knowledge about organic food and scepticism toward marketing/adver-
tising claims about organic food, could influence the norms-attitude link (Golob, Kos
Koklic, Podnar & Zabkar, 2018) In this study, we assume that product knowledge and
consumer scepticism are contextual factors that can shape the relationship between
norms and consumer attitude toward buying organic food.

Product knowledge is a multidimensional construct involving the familiarity and
expertise the consumer has with a product. There are three distinct types of product
knowledge, including subjective product knowledge, objective product knowledge,
experience-based product knowledge (Bruck, 1985). Previous studies have shown
that subjective knowledge is more strongly associated with behavior than actual (ob-
jective) knowledge (Pieniak, Aertsens & Verbeke, 2010). Thus, the present study
emphasizes the subjective knowledge about organic food. If consumers have more
knowledge about organic food, they will rely more on themselves to form attitudes
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toward buying organic food rather than to depend on beliefs/attitudes created by ref-
erence group members. Opposite, when consumers have less knowledge about the
organic food they have less confidence in themselves, and they are inclined to accept
the attitudes of other reference group members. Thus, this study proposes the follow-
ing hypotheses:

H3a: The effect of subjective norms on consumer attitude toward buying organic
food will be greater when consumers have a low level of subjective organic
food knowledge than when they have a high level of subjective organic food
knowledge.

H3b: The effect of personal norms on consumer attitude toward buying organic
food will be greater when consumers have a high level of subjective organ-
ic food knowledge than when they have a low level of subjective organic
food knowledge.

Scepticism refers to “a person’s tendency to doubt, disbelieve, or question”
(Skarmeas & Leonidou, 2013, p.1832). There is an on-going debate regarding the
nature of scepticism. While some researchers argue that scepticism is a personality
trait (e.g., Obermiller & Spangenberg, 1998; Skarmeas & Leonidou, 2013), the ma-
jority of researchers agree that scepticism is a temporary consumer state induced
by situational factors (e.g., Goh & Balaji, 2016). In the present study, “scepticism”
is used to refer to situational scepticism brought about by the claims made in mar-
keting messaging regarding organic food. Due to numerous scandals related to
dioxin, genetically modified foods and overuse of prohibited food additives in food
production, many consumers have become sceptical towards products which are
promoted as “organic,” “bio” or “natural.” Indeed, Hughner et al. (2007) showed
that scepticism of organic labels is one of the deterrents for purchase intention of
organic food. Moreover, it was found that consumer scepticism leads to adverse
product judgment, unfavorable attitude toward a product and lower purchase in-
tentions (Kaj & Pruyn, 2003). Thus, consumer scepticism can moderate the effect
of the subjective and personal norms on consumer attitude toward buying organic
food. Specifically, low consumer scepticism can enhance the impact of subjective
and personal norms on consumer attitude toward buying organic food, while high
consumer scepticism can weaken the norms-attitude link. Thus, this study hypoth-
esizes the following:

H4a: The effect of subjective norms on consumer attitude toward buying organic
food will be greater when consumers have a low-level of organic food scep-
ticism than when they have a high level of organic food scepticism.

H4b: The effect of personal norms on consumer attitude toward buying organic
food will be greater when consumers have a low-level of organic food scep-
ticism than when they have a high level of organic food scepticism.
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Figure 1: Conceptual framework
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In summary, the conceptual framework (Figure 1) encompasses the following
major points. First, the model includes the direct effects of two types of norms (i.e.,
subjective and personal) on consumer attitude toward buying organic food. Second,
the model incorporates the interaction effects of two variables, subjective organic
food knowledge, and organic food scepticism. Third, the model compromises the
gender, age, education, and size of the household as control variables. Studies ex-
tensively specify and explain that age, gender, income, size of the household can
influence consumer attitude toward a buying organic food. Thus, we controlled these
variables within the model.

Research Methodology

Measures

This study adopted its measures from well-established scales. Subjective norms are
captured in line with Ajzen and Fishbein (1980), by measuring the extent to which
individual’s decisions to purchase organic food are affected by the opinions of his or
her family members, friends, and others. For personal norms, this study employs two
items from the scale developed by Hynes and Wilson (2016). Organic food subjective
knowledge was measured using five-item scale proposed by Flynn and Goldsmith
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(1999). The items used to measure organic food scepticism were adapted from Goh
and Balaji (2016) and modified to fit the context of organic food. Consumer attitude
toward buying organic food was captured by a scale developed by Yazdanpanah and
Forouzan (2015). All items were measured on a 7 point-Likert scale ranging from 1
- “strongly disagree” to 7 — “strongly agree”. Additionally, the questionnaire includ-
ed socio-demographic variables (gender, age, employment status, monthly income,
education, household size), each measured via a categorization scheme.

Data Collection

The questionnaire is created and distributed through the Lime Survey service.
Since online survey carries the risk of targeting the wrong group of participants,
the text on the welcome page stated that this survey is intended to be filled in by the
person who meets specific inclusion criteria. For this survey, we set the following
inclusion criteria: (1) age of at least 18 years,; (2) sole/joint responsibility for grocery
shopping; and (3) purchase of organic food in the past six months. Due to budget
constraints and the risk of introducing some form of bias into the results, no incen-
tives were used to solicit survey participation. A one-week follow-up with a second
wave of mailings resulted in a total of 212 responses. However, due to missing values,
184 responses were usable. The sample is an unbalanced mix of females (73.1%) and
males (26.9%). This disproportion of male and female participants is typical for a
study of consumer behavior in the domain of daily grocery shopping (Klockner &
Ohms, 2009). Most respondents are young, aged between 18 and 34 years (49.2%).
The majority of the respondents (69.9%) reported a bachelor or master degree as their
level of education. Regarding income, 71.9% of respondents have monthly household
income below 1.500 EUR and 29.1% respondents above 1.500 EUR. Mostly house-
hold size is three to five people comprising 62,3% of respondents surveyed. The ma-
jority of respondents (71.3%) tends to buy organic food at least one per week.

Results and Discussion

Moderated regression analysis (MRA) is used to detect the moderating effects
of organic food subjective knowledge and organic food scepticism on the associated
constructs depicted in the proposed model (Figure 1). Before MRA is conducted, we
performed confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) to examine measurement model fit
and construct validity.
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Measurement Model Assessment

Model fit indices indicate that the measurement model is satisfactory: x> (237) =
467.56, p < 0.001, x*/df = 1.972; Comparative Fit Index (CFT) = 0.919; Tucker-Lewis In-
dex (TLI) = 0.905; the root mean square of error of approximation (RMSEA) = 0.069;
and the standardized root mean square residual (SRMR) = 0.053. All standardized
factor loadings are significant and greater than the recommended 0.50 threshold (Hair,
Black, Babin, Anderson, &Tatham, 2010). The composite reliability (CR) scores for all
constructs were above the recommended cut-off value of 0.7 (Table 2.). The average
variances extracted (AVE) ranges from 0.491 to 0.787, exceeding the acceptable level
of 0.5. Furthermore, the square root of AVE obtained for each construct was greater
than the correlation of the construct with each of the remaining constructs (Table 3),
indicating the discriminant validity of constructs of interest (Fornell & Larcker, 1981).

Table 2: Scaling and measurement properties

Construct and items A(sig.) CR AVE
Organic food subjective knowledge 0.737 | 0.500
I do not feel very knowledgeable about organic food. 0.513**
Compared to most other people, I know less about organic food. 0.655%%*
‘When it comes to organic food, I really don’t know a lot. 0.891%*

Subjective norms
My family would like me to buy organic food. 0.748** | 0.851 | 0.593
My friends who influence my buying behavior think I should buy organic food products. | 0.824%*

Most people who influence what I do, think that I should buy organic food. 0.876**

People that are important to me would like me to buy organic food. 0.606%*

Personal norms 0.571 | 0.403
Environmental protection is important to me when making food purchases. 0.557**

If I can choose between organic foods and conventional foods I prefer organic foods. | 0.704**

Organic food scepticism 0.793 | 0.567
Because claims (“healthy food,” “environmentally friendly food,” eco food) are

exaggerated, consumers would be better off if such claims on package labels in 0.621%*

advertising were eliminated.

Most claims on organic food package labels or in advertising are intended to

mislead rather than to inform consumers 09147

Ido n(?t ~believe in most of the claims made on the organic food package labels or in 0.694%+

advertising.

Attitude toward buying organic food 0.930 | 0.690
I think that buying organic food is interesting. 0.700%*

I think that buying organic food is a good idea. 0.796**

I think that buying organic food is important. 0.820%*

I think that buying organic food is beneficial. 0.913%*

I think that buying organic food is wise. 0.894**

I think that buying organic food is favorable 0.846%*

Note: A refers to the standardized factor loading, CR refers to composite reliability. AVE refers to the
average-variance-extracted. **Significance at 0.01 level
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Table 3: Discriminant validity of constructs

Code Construct SOFK SN PN OFSCEPT OFBA
FK ubjective organic food
% lfno{;vledgeo ¢ > 0.704
SN Subjective norms 0.052 0.770
PN Personal norms 0.307 0.223 0.635
OFSCEPT | Organic food scepticism -0.131 0.096 -0.038 0.753
OFBA OArz::: ;g:;rd buying 0.116 0.408 0.611 -0.047 0.831
Note. The diagonal elements represent the square-root average variance extracted (AVE) by the construct. Off-
diagonal elements show the correlations between constructs

Moderated Regression Analysis

Table 4 summarizes the results of the estimations of direct effects of the proposed
model (Model 1), the direct effects with control variables (Model 2) and the moderating
effects with control variables (Model 3). The expected positive relationship between
subjective norms and consumer attitudes toward buying organic food was supported.
As shown in Table 4 (Model 1), the coefficient was positive and highly significant (§ =
0.344; p<0.01). Therefore, hypothesis H1 is fully supported in this empirical study. Sim-
ilarly, the effect of personal norms on consumer attitude toward buying organic food
was positive and highly significant ( = 0.329; p<0.01). The findings support hypothesis
H2. We tested hypotheses H3a, H3b, H4a, and H4b with Model 3, which includes two
interaction terms of subjective organic food knowledge and two interaction terms of
organic food scepticism. The Model 3 showed that coefficient corresponding to H3a
as significant at the level of 5% and had the unexpected positive sign (f = 0.0909; p <
0.05). This result suggests that consumers with a higher level of subjective norms are
more likely to hold a more positive attitude toward organic food purchases if they have
a higher level of organic food knowledge. Moreover, the coefficient corresponding to
H3b was insignificant and had the unexpected negative sign (f = -0.0301; ns.). This
results indicate that the relationship between personal norms and consumer attitude
toward buying organic food is not moderated by subjective organic food knowledge.
Therefore, hypotheses H3a and H3b were not supported. Similarly, we used Model 3
to test hypotheses H4a and H4b. The results supported hypothesis H4a but not hypoth-
esis H4b. The coefficient corresponding to H4a was significant and had the expected
negative sign (§ = - 0.0138; p < 0.01). This finding indicates that that positive effect of
subjective norms on consumer attitude toward buying organic food becomes weaker for
those consumers who have a high level of consumer scepticism. However, H4b was not
supported s the coefficient was not significant ( = 0.846, ns.). This means that the re-
lationship between personal norms and consumer attitude toward buying organic food
is not moderated by organic food scepticism.
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Table 4: The results of moderated regression analysis: mail effects and moderating

effects

Model 1: OFBA

Model 2: OFBA

Model 3: OFBA

norms

B (t-value) B (t-value) B (t-value)
Subjective norms 0.344 (6.43%%%) | 0.346 (0.640%**) 0.442 (1.55)
Personal norms 0.329 (5.45%%%) | 0.344 (5.45%%%*) 0.111 (0.36)
Subjective organic food knowledge 0.000840 (-0.01) | -0.0386 (-0.62) -0.346 (-1.36)
Organic food scepticism 0.0318 (0.55) 0.0836 (1.43) 0.290 (1.09)
Gender 0.335 (1.86) 0.332 (1.96)
Age 0.0379 (0.22) -0.0350 (-0.22)
Education -0.132 (-0.074) -0.134 (-0.80)
Household’s size -0.333 (-1.82) -0.387 (-2.24%)
Subjective organic food knowledge x Subjective 0.0909 (2.26%)

Subjective organic food knowledge x Personal norms

-0.0301 (-0.74)

Organic food scepticism x Subjective norms

-0.0138 (-3.31%%)

Organic food scepticism x Personal norms

0.0846 (1.78)

Constant

1.75 (3.54%%%)

1.5 (3.00%%%*)

2.738 (1.62)

Adjusted R? (Percent)

31.0

35.0

43.0

Note: “* p <0.001; * p<0.01;" p<0.05

Figure 2: Interaction effects of SOFK on the subjective norms — OFBA link
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Figure 3: Interaction effects of OFSCEPT on the subjective norms — OFBAT link
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To further explore the nature of the significant moderating influence of organic
food scepticism and subjective organic food knowledge on the norms-attitude link,
we plotted the interaction effects (Figure 2 and Figure 3).

Conclusion

The findings of this study provide valuable implications for scholars, marketers, and
policy-makers who are interested in promoting the widespread adoption of organic
food. With consumer scepticism gaining momentum worldwide, the current study
findings provide empirical evidence that organic food scepticism does have a mod-
erating effect on the relationship between subjective norms and consumer attitude
toward buying organic food in the context of an emerging economy. Explicitly, the
results confirmed that lower the scepticism toward organic food, the stronger is the
effect of subjective norms on consumer attitude toward buying organic food. These
findings suggest that reducing the scepticism toward organic food claims can en-
hance the link between subjective norms and consumer attitude toward buying or-
ganic food. Thus, marketing managers should take endeavors to convince sceptical
consumers that organic food claims are truthful and genuine. For instance, produc-
ers and marketers could provide product samples, which will enhance consumers’
multisensory experience and help them to overcome their scepticism toward organic
food claims. Also, producers should work with independent bodies, such as public
authorities and NGOs, that certify organic food claims and award organic food la-
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bels (e.g., all natural, “100% natural“;*100% organic*). Since consumers are usually
sceptical of claims made by producers and marketers, the approval from the indepen-
dent body can enhance the credibility of organic food claims and reduce scepticism
toward organic food (Fenko, Kersten & Bialkova, 2016).

Contrary to our expectations, the findings of this study showed that subjective
organic food knowledge positively moderates the subjective norms-organic food
buying attitude. Thus, enhancing consumer’s knowledge about organic food through
diversified channels (e.g. TV, newspapers, magazines, websites, published/research
reports, and seminars and workshops) should be the important task for the govern-
ment, organic food producers, certifiers, and research institutions. Given the strong
effect of subjective norms on consumer attitude toward buying organic food, a word-
of-mouth strategy would be a useful marketing strategy in forming more favorable
attitudes toward organic food purchases.

Furthermore, the so-called “star power” of celebrity endorsement (i.e., well-known
TV chefs, famous movie stars, etc.), can be an effective marketing strategy in creat-
ing more positive (favorable) consumer attitude toward buying organic food. From a
public policy perspective, policy-makers should implement activities and measures to
alleviate consumer scepticism toward organic food claims. For instance, policy-mak-
ers could focus on regulatory policy and actions that will reduce consumer scepticism
toward organic food (e.g., penalties for producers/firms for using false or misleading
organic food claims, introducing the appropriate, reliable organic food labeling, etc.).

This study has several limitations. Although we controlled for the possible effect
of the demographic characteristic on consumer attitude toward buying, the sample
used in this study is not representative of the population. More systematic research
is needed into the effects of various consumer characteristics on consumer attitude
toward buying organic food, including food neophobia, food-related lifestyles, health
concerns, etc. Also, the convenience sampling method suffers from common meth-
ods bias (CMB) and nonresponse bias. Future research can use the actual behavior
(i.e. actual organic food purchases) as the outcome variable to eliminate the CMB is-
sue. This study provides observations that link norms (subjective and personal) with a
consumer attitude toward buying organic food by including two moderating variables
(subjective organic food knowledge and organic food scepticism). Future research
should extend the scope of the present study by adding more situational factors and/
or by using a multilevel design (e.g., buyers vs. non-buyers of organic food).
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