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Abstract

Purpose - This study aims to identify the awareness of
Slovenian consumers and their attitudes towards labels,
as well as the reasons why consumers do not buy labeled
food.

Design/Methodology/Approach - A qualitative ap-
proach involving six focus groups (N = 60) and shopping
with consumers (N = 16) was conducted in the winter of
2020/2021. Thematic analysis was used to analyze the
data.

Findings and implications — The results show that the
awareness of quality labels is weak mainly due to their con-
siderable number and poor designed, but also on account
of ineffective communication campaigns. With respect to
the awareness of and attitude to the quality scheme, the
participants were divided into four groups: “The Aware’,
“The Sceptics”, “Potential Buyers’, and “The Disinterested”.
The reasons for not buying quality labeled foods despite
being aware of the labels included overpriced products,
no availability of labeled foods generally and those with a
good taste and special nutritional value specifically, famil-
iarity/experience with the product, and mistrust of the la-
beling and social system. The study stresses the important
role of social perception and trust in the social system for
the acceptance and purchase of such food.

Sazetak

Svrha - Cilj studije je identificirati svjesnost slovenskih
potrosaca, njihove stavove prema oznakama kvalitete i
razloge zasto ne kupuju ozna¢enu hranu.

Metodoloski pristup - Provedeno je kvalitativno istrazi-
vanje sa Sest fokus grupa (N = 60) i tijekom kupovine s po-
trosacima (N = 16) u zimi 2020./2021. Za analizu podataka
koristena je tematska analiza.

Rezultati i implikacije — Rezultati pokazuju da je svje-
snost o oznakama kvalitete slaba uglavhom zbog ¢inje-
nice da ih ima izuzetno puno, lose su osmisljene i zbog
neucinkovitosti komunikacijskih kampanji. S obzirom na
svjesnost i stav prema kvaliteti, sudionici istrazivanja su
podijeljeni u Cetiri skupine: “Svjesni’, “Skeptici’, “Potenci-
jalni kupci” i “Nezainteresirani”. Razlozi zbog kojih se ne
kupuje hrana s oznakom kvalitete, usprkos svjesnosti o
oznakama, jesu precijenjeni proizvodi i nedostatak do-
stupnosti hrane s oznakama opcenito, a posebno zbog
dobrog okusa i posebnih nutritivnih vrijednosti, pozna-
vanja/iskustva s proizvodom i nepovjerenja u oznacava-
nje i drustveni sustav. Za kupovinu i prihvacanje takve
hrane studija naglasava vaznu ulogu drustvene percep-
cije i povjerenja u drustveni sustav.

Ograni¢enja - Glavno ogranicenje istrazivanja jest u
tome $to je usmjereno na digitalno pismene potrosace.
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Limitations — The main limitation of the study is its focus
on digitally literate consumers only.

Originality — The relevant literature is enhanced by con-
sidering the shopping with consumers exercise given
that no published study to date, according to the authors’
knowledge, is based on the observation of quality labels
at the time of purchase.

Keywords - food products label, local food, quality
scheme shopping with consumers, focus groups

Doprinos - Relevantna literatura obogacena je razma-
tranjem kupovine s potrosacima s obzirom na to da se
ni jedna do danas objavljena studija, prema saznanjima
autora, ne temelji na promatranju oznaka kvalitete u tre-
nutku kupovine.

Kljuéne rijeci — oznake prehrambenih proizvoda, lokalna
hrana, shema kvalitete tijekom kupovine s potrosac¢ima,
fokus grupe
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1. INTRODUCTION

Quality labels were introduced to both assist
consumers in their decision-making and as a
means of food control because the presence of
a label ensures that the product is traceable to a
production area and/or the application of a cer-
tain set of skills and know-how (Grunert & Aach-
mann, 2016). Growing demand for traditional
and local food products (Almli, Verbeke, Van-
honacker, Naes & Hersleth, 2011; Guerrero, Clar-
et, Verbeke, Enderli, Zakowska-Biemans & Van-
honacker, 2010; Kihne, Vanhonacker, Gellynck
& Verbeke, 2010) has led food producers across
Europe to discuss the use of quality labels as a
potentially useful tool for marketing. Similarly,
government institutions wish to know whether
quality labels provide valuable support for con-
sumers in deciding whether to make a purchase
or not. However, both groups are interested in
finding out whether quality labels influence the
purchase of such food (Grunert & Aachmann,
2016). The key prerequisite for quality labels to
influence the choice and purchase of labeled
foods is awareness and knowledge about them
(Verbeke, Pieniak, Guerrero & Hersleth, 2012).

There are different types of quality labels. In
contrast to general quality labels, which repre-
sent all quality characteristics of the product,
specific quality labels focus only on certain qual-
ity characteristics, guaranteeing quality, safety,
product origin, organic production, etc. In addi-
tion to international labels, each country has its
own national and/or regional quality labels that
are relevant only in a specific country or region
(Vel¢ovska & del Chiappa, 2015).

Central and Eastern European countries like Slo-
venia, which has 2 million inhabitants, do not
have a strong tradition in quality schemes with
numerous labels (Kos Skubic, Klop¢i¢, Ule & Er-
javec, 2017; Kos Skubic, Erjavec & Klopcic, 2018,
2019). In addition to a large and rising number
of private labels, the Slovenian government has
developed a system of quality schemes over the
past 20 years with a quality label collection that
includes 11 labels, four EU labels (Organic Farm-
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ing, Protected Designation of Origin — PDO, Pro-
tected Geographical Indication - PG, and Tra-
ditional Specialty Guaranteed — TSG) and sev-
en national labels (Organic Farming, Selected
Quality-Slovenia, Slovenian PDO, Slovenian PG,
Slovenian TSG, Higher Quality and Integrated
Production). However, the proliferation of labels
raises the question of awareness of such labels
because their sheer number may lead to con-
sumer confusion (Newsome et al.,, 2014; Wilson,
Rickard, Saputo & Ho, 2017).

The results of previous research indicate a low
level of awareness and knowledge about qual-
ity schemes among Slovenian consumers (e.g.,
Erhart, Juvanci¢ & Baranja, 2008; Kuhar et al,
2008; Klopci¢, Verhees, Kuipers & Kos Skubic,
2013; Kos Skubic et al., 2017, 2018, 2019) as well
as European ones (European Commission, 2013;
Eurobarometer, 2020; Grunert & Aachmann,
2016; Verbeke et al, 2012), as confirmed by
literature review (Grunert & Aachmann, 2016;
Evaluating EU food quality schemes, 2020).
Eurobarometer (2020) shows that Slovenians
have extremely positive attitudes to local food
compared to the EU average, standing around
the EU average on their attitudes to quality
labels. The question then is how it is possible
that Slovenians hold positive views on local
food and quality schemes while also having
one of the lowest awareness levels of quality
labels in Europe, except for Organic Farming
on which their awareness is the highest (Kos
Skubic et al, 2017, 2018, 2019; Eurobarometer,
2020). Previous research applied a quantitative
approach to analyze consumer awareness,
knowledge, and attitudes to quality schemes,
which leads to querying whether a more in-
depth approach would yield different results.

The authors of a recent EU study on attitudes
to labeled food simply assume that, while being
aware of quality labels, consumers do not buy
such labeled food for several reasons, including
lack of awareness of labels while buying food,
overpriced labeled products, and the lack of
availability of such food (Evaluating EU food
quality schemes, 2020). This begs the question
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about the real reasons why for such labeled
food is not purchased.

This study attempted to uncover these reasons
through focus groups and “shopping with con-
sumers.” Focus group interviews provide greater
insight into the subject matter being analyzed
than surveys while also covering a larger num-
ber of participants than in-depth interviews
(Cohen & Brooke, 2004). Shopping with con-
sumers is useful not only for verifying the data
emerging from focus groups but also to estab-
lish the actual perception and use of labels in
real-life shopping situations, given that no pub-
lished study we are aware of has been based
on the observation of labels at the time of the
actual purchase decision (Grunert & Aachmann,
2016; Chen & Antonelli, 2020). Therefore, the aim
of this study is to employ combined methods to
examine Slovenian consumers’ awareness and
their attitude to quality labels and why they do
not buy such labeled food products.

2. REVIEW OF LITERATURE

Quality labels are an important way of commu-
nicating the attributes of food products and
processes, reducing the asymmetry of con-
sumer information, and facilitating informed
consumer choices (Verbeke et al,, 2012). Quality
labels have many effects, such as the “halo ef-
fect” the positive attribute of a food indicated
on the label stimulates another attribute in the
consumer (Carpenter & Larcenaux, 2008; Resa-
no, Sanjuan & Albisu, 2007).

Areview of the literature on the use of EU quality
labels shows the awareness of EU quality labels
in Europe to be generally so low that consumers
do not even perceive the presence of such la-
bels while shopping (e.g., Grunert & Aachmann,
2016; Chen & Antonelli, 2020; Evaluating EU food
quality schemes, 2020). According to the latest
Eurobarometer survey (2020), the awareness of
EU quality labels is the highest when it comes to
the EU Organic farming label (56%) while stand-
ing at just 20% for the PGI label and 14% for

the PDO and TSG labels. Significant differences
across countries and EU quality labels have been
found. The Organic Farming logo is the most
recognized in Latvia and Lithuania (both 73%)
and Slovenia (72%), and the least recognized in
Malta (30%). The highest share of respondents
in Spain (31%), France (29%), and Portugal and
ltaly (both at 27%) are aware of the PGl label,
whereas Slovenia has one of the lowest shares
of respondents aware of this label (16%). PDO
was the most recognized label in Portugal and
Slovakia (both 24%) and the least known in Es-
tonia, Latvia, and the Netherlands (all 3%), with
Slovenian respondents in the middle (12%). The
TSG label was the best recognized in Portugal
in Slovakia (24%), France (23%), and Italy (21%),
with Slovenia ranking in the middle (12%), while
in the Netherlands (5%), Finland, Denmark,
and Sweden (all at 6%) that label was the least
known (Eurobarometer, 2020).

A European study (Evaluating EU food quality
schemes, 2020) conducted in Norway, Germa-
ny, Hungary, the UK, Italy, France, and Serbia
confirmed the Eurobarometer (2020) finding
that Southern European countries have higher
levels of knowledge and awareness but that
consumers there are less familiar with EU quality
labels than they are with national labels. This is
related to the more widespread development
of EU food quality schemes in these countries
and the stronger consumer interest in the spe-
cific characteristics of products and processes
involved. Taste was the most important driver
of food-purchasing decisions in most countries;
origin was particularly relevant for consumers
in Italy and France while purchasing food while
proving to be less important in the countries
such as Serbia, the UK, Norway, and Hungary.

Quantitative studies on consumer awareness
and the use of European and national quality
labels in Central and Eastern European coun-
tries also found the awareness of food quality
labels to be low. When it comes to national
labels, awareness and credibility were higher
(Velcovska, 2012; Pinna, Velcovskd & Chiappa
2014; Velcovska & Sadilek, 2014; Velcovska & Del
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Chiappa, 2015; Kos Skubic et al,, 2017, 2018, 2019;
Tomas, 2020). Price and the trade-off between
price and quality were found to be import-
ant parameters in consumer choice, followed
by taste, origin, experience/familiarity with
the product, and its positive effects on health
(Horska, Urgeova & Prokeinovéd, 2011; Velcovska
& Del Chiappa, 2015; Tomas, 2020).

Authors in Central and Eastern Europe agree
that consumer trust in quality labels and regu-
latory implementation are the key determinants
of food label choice (e.g., Dolgopolova, Teuber
& Bruschi, 2015; Vel¢ovska & Del Chiappa, 2015;
Kos Skubic et al, 2017, 2018, 2019; Borda, Mi-
halache, Dumitrascu, Gafitianu & Nicolau, 2021).
For example, Vel¢ovska and Del Chiappa (2015)
found that the main factor of unwillingness to
pay for food bearing quality labels is the lack of
trust that the products certified truly have the
declared properties. Dolgopolova et al. (2015)
demonstrated that trust in the food system is
embedded in the socio-cultural and historical
context. The deeper culturally embedded and
widespread mistrust of formal institutions in
Russia leads to a high level of mistrust of food
bearing any labels, because consumers per-
ceive tradition as providing the main guarantee
of healthy food. A recent Polish study (Barska &
Wojciechowska-Solis, 2020) showed the future
growth of food markets to be highly dependent
on the ability of the food industry and govern-
ment institutions to gain consumer trust and
establish new institutional solutions that guar-
antee food quality in a credible way.

In Slovenia, food purchasing is an important so-
cial issue and trust in social authorities plays a
significant role in food acceptance and purchas-
ing behavior (Pejic, Gorenak & Orthaber, 2013;
Klopci¢, Slokan & Erjavec, 2020). Food labeling
manipulations and other food safety incidents
have reduced the already low trust in social
authorities in general, as well as in the political
and economic system (Godina, 2016). Thus, the
question is: What is the awareness, attitudes, and
buying habits of Slovenian consumers in the
setting of a weak tradition in quality schemes
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and considerable mistrust of social authorities in
quality labels? We assume that such mistrust of
social authorities is one of the main reasons, be-
sides overpriced labeled food, why consumers
prefer not to not buy labeled food.

3. RESEARCH
METHODOLOGY

A qualitative approach with focus group inter-
views and a shopping with consumers exer-
cise, also known as “go-along” interviews, was
applied. First, we conducted focus groups, as a
useful method for gathering in-depth opinions
and views from several people on a topic that
is not so well researched (Rubin & Rubin, 2005),
such as attitudes to quality labels.

The aim of the focus groups was to determine
consumers’ awareness of and attitudes to qual-
ity schemes in respect of the following issues:
awareness of quality scheme labels, knowledge
of quality labels, attitudes to quality schemes,
incentives, and barriers to purchasing food with
quality labels, and willingness to pay (more) for
food products bearing quality labels. Consum-
ers were selected by the snowball method ac-
cording to gender (half men and half women),
age (up to 25 years, 26-35 years, 36-45 years,
46-55 years, 56-65 years, over 66 years), edu-
cation, social standard, and place of residence
(rural/urban). There were 10 participants in each
group, bringing the total to 60 participants. The
qualification for participation was not being
professionally involved in food-related activities.
Six focus groups were conducted in December
2020 and January 2021 using the Microsoft
Teams application because it was impossible
to conduct them directly in the group on ac-
count of the measure introduced in response to
COVID-19. The focus groups lasted around 120
minutes, they were recorded, and participants’
statements were transcribed.

Second, we conducted “shopping with con-
sumers’, which is a qualitative, contextual meth-
od that combines observation and in-depth in-
terviews and has become popular for the anal-
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ysis of consumers’ shopping habits over the last
decade. The advantage of this method is that it
taps into participants’ direct experience in the
retail environment and insights into a situation
they do not know or could only reveal in an in-
terview, e.g., self-evident routines the research
participants are themselves also unaware of (Sil-
berer & Wang, 2010). The aim of the shopping
with consumers was to verify focus group find-
ings and identify the reasons for not purchasing
such labeled foods.

Participants were selected based on the re-
sults of the focus groups (belonging to specific
groups) and according to the same demograph-
ic characteristics: gender (half men and half
women), all age groups (up to 25 years, 26-35
years, 36-45 years, 46-55 years, 56-65 years, over
66 years), different levels of education, social
standard, and place of residence (rural/urban),
with a total of 16 participants.

The shopping with consumers exercise was
conducted in January and February 2021. The
time and particular grocery store in which to
do shopping were chosen by the participants.
We observed the participants while shopping
(how they chose the food) and, at the same
time, they explained the reasons for choosing a
particular food. If a locally produced or labeled
food was also available but not chosen by the
participants, we asked them why they did not
choose the unlabeled food. We considered the
measures imposed to prevent the spread of the
COVID-19 infection. Shopping lasted for an aver-
age of 1 hour. At the time of shopping, we took
photos, recorded the conversation and/or re-
ported observations and answers to questions.

The data were analyzed using thematic anal-
ysis, as the most common type of analysis for
qualitative data used to find common patterns
in a database (Rubin & Rubin, 2005). The coding
process was undertaken to identify key themes.
Causal patterns and relationships between and
within themes were identified to reveal sim-
ilarities, differences, and contradictions. Four
groups of participants were identified accord-
ing to the theme they represented. Then an ad-

ditional thematic analysis of data on shopping
with consumers was performed. These results
were compared with those of the focus groups
to produce final results formulated in a coher-
ent narrative that included quotes from the ana-
lyzed transcript. The analysis was conducted by
both researchers.

4. RESULTS

The reason for a low level of awareness lies in the
high number and poor design of quality labels
(too small, unclear colors and signs). A typical
statement comes from Participant 1 (36 years old,
university degree, middle standard, urban): “No,
| don't know them. Maybe just this ECO logo. ..
The signs are absolutely too small and too simi-
lar, practically they are the same. They are simply
invisible. Even looking at it all on the computer
screen now, I'm pretty confused.” Another rea-
son reported for the low level of awareness by
the majority of respondents was the ineffective
communication campaign for quality schemes.
The respondents said they had noticed an adver-
tisement somewhere, but it seemed outdated to
most: “Yes, | think | saw an advertisement for this
logo somewhere, but | don't know where. I'm not
well informed, though I'd like to be. They should
really be better promoted,” said Participant 2 (49
years old, secondary school education, low stan-
dard, urban).

Among the most recognized labels were the na-
tional Selected Quiality label and the EU Organic
Farming label. This can be explained by the par-
ticipants' statements that both labels are visually
the most noticeable among all quality labels and
that “the green label with the EU stars is easily
recognizable as the EU Organic label,” as Partici-
pant 3 (63 years old, university degree, high stan-
dard, urban) stated. The form of the label is an
important factor for identification. When consid-
ering the (re)introduction of quality labels, special
attention must be paid to the form of the labels.

The analysis of the shopping with consumers ex-
ercise showed no confirmation of the declared
special importance of local tradition, origin of
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food, and willingness to buy food with quality
labels during the food shopping because the
participants did not pay attention to Slovenian/
local origin and quality labels. This means that
the combination of different methods proved
valuable, with the fact the statements were ver-
ified by actual buying behavior being of consid-
erable importance for the validity of the results.

Participants expressed their positive attitude to
local/national origin and quality schemes due to
social pressure to value food of Slovenian origin.
They admitted that their focus group statement
had been “based on the media message about

UDK 658.89:338.518:641(497.4)

the importance of local and traditional foods,”
as stated typically by Participant 4 (27 years old,
student, middle standard, urban). The reasons for
not buying labeled food lay in overpriced labeled
products, lack of availability of food generally
and, especially, that with a good taste and special
nutritional value, familiarity/experience with the
product, mistrust in the labeling system.

According to their awareness, knowledge of,
and attitude to the quality scheme, participants
were divided into four groups: “The Aware”, “The
Sceptics”, “Potential buyers’, and “The Disinter-

ested” (Table 1).

TABLE 1: Examples of the main rationale used by different consumers groups

Consumer
groups

Consumers’ main rationale

Discourse extracts

Aware

They recognize the quality labels.

They know about quality labels and the
quality label scheme from high school.
The origin is very important for them.
They do not buy food with quality labels
or local food because it is too expensive,
has no special taste or nutritional value.

“Of course, | know the labels on food.
We learned that in high school. ... Local
food is important for me, but it's too
expensive and has little protein. This
yoghurt, for example. | do not buy it

Sceptics

They do not recognize or know about
quality labels and the quality scheme.
They are not willing to learn about it or
buy labeled food because they do not
trust the labeling system, the whole food
chain, the various social actors and insti-
tutions, and the system as a whole.

‘| do not know what quality labels are,
and please do not explain it to me, be-
cause it's all a manipulation. You know,
everyone manipulates in this system:
the farmers, this quality label system,
industry, trade, politics, banks, every-
one.”

Potential
buyers

They know nothing about quality labels,
but they were willing to learn about quali-
ty schemes and possibly buy such labeled
food or food from the region if it is not
too expensive, tastes good and has cer-
tain desirable nutritional value.

‘| did not know them before. | would
like to know more about the quality
scheme. ... | have to tell you that good
taste and price are important to me. If
a local certified food is reduced in price,
| would buy it, but not at full price. For
that price, it must have less carbohy-
drates and more protein.”

Disinterested

They are not interested in the quality
scheme in general or in local food be-
cause they only buy what they are used to
and what they like, or they have no time
to deal with quality labels.

‘Do not ask me anything. | have no
time. | buy what is cheap and what I am
used to, what my children like to eat.”
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4.1. Aware participants

A small group of young focus group partici-
pants (6 of them, representing 10% of the par-
ticipants) recognized quality labels and had
knowledge about quality schemes in Slovenia,
which they had acquired at certain secondary
schools when they were learning about food
classification: “Yes, | know them all, we had to
know them while we were learning about cat-
egorizing sales of food products at secondary
business school” (Participant 5, 21 years old, stu-
dent, low standard, rural). Knowledge of quality
schemes did not influence their food purchases
because the price, taste, and nutritional value of
food (less sugar and carbohydrates, more pro-
tein) were the most important purchase factors.
Accordingly, taste was identified as an import-
ant factor, but not the most important driver of
food-purchase decisions, as found in the Evalu-
ating EU food quality schemes study (2020).

Members of this focus group stressed that origin
(local or Slovenian food) is very important for
them, yet were unwilling to pay more for food
with quality labels: “I trust the quality schemes,
but they are much more expensive than other
products and | am not willing to pay so much
for them when | can get similar good quality for
less money,” said Participant 6 (23 years old, sec-
ondary school degree, middle standard, rural).
They also argued that the biggest incentive to
buy would be a lower price. For example, Partic-
ipant 7, a 20-year-old student, said: “The price of
local quality food should be lower because the
transport costs are lower.” The statement was
agreed with by Participant 8 (27 years old, stu-
dent, middle standard, urban), who had good
knowledge of quality schemes and said that,
while Slovenian origin is important to her, she
did not pay attention to it while shopping due
to her focus on the price, nutritional value (more
protein, less sugar and carbohydrates), and taste:

Interviewer: | saw that you did not pay attention
to the quality labels and Slovenian origin when
you were deciding to buy. Why is that, given that
you told me that this is important to you?

Participant 8: Yes, it is important, | know, all the
media is full of this information but, for me,
they are too expensive. I'm not willing to over-
pay for this fruit that doesn't taste anything
special or different than cheaper fruit. If it had a
discount, | would definitely buy it, it would have
an advantage ... But it doesn't.

Interviewer: What if you buy food for special oc-
casions when price is not that important?

Participant 8: No, because they don't have a nice
taste or more protein, which | need for my body.

4.2, Potential buyers

The group containing about 40% of the par-
ticipants did not know and had no knowledge
about the labels but, unlike The Sceptics and
The Disinterested, they were willing to learn
about quality schemes and possibly buy such
labeled foods. “I don't know any of these labels.
Obviously, I don't follow them, I feel like I'm see-
ing them for the first time, but I'm interested
to know [about labeled food] and it is possible
[that | may] buy such food,” said Participant 9
(38 years old, university degree, middle stan-
dard, rural). A few recognized the “Selected
Quality-Slovenia” and “Organic Farming” quality
labels because of the familiar form of the label,
yet they had no knowledge about them. They
named them but could not describe exactly
what they meant. For example, “I know Selected
Quality, I've seen them on ads. | like the smiley
face on the logo. But | don't know exactly what
it means” (Participant 10, 73 years old, master’s
degree, high standard, urban).

This group of participants said that they are will-
ing to be informed about quality schemes but
considered them unrecognizable and thought
that there are too many of them. Participant 11
(29 years old, university degree, middle stan-
dard, urban) declared: “Unless you're someone
who really inspects the packet, | think they are
really not conspicuous enough. They should be
different so we can instantly recognize them.”

The group may be divided into two subgroups
that vary with respect to the role of the price in
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food purchases. The first group said they would
be willing to buy food at the price offered if they
had sufficient information, while the second
group outlined the cost — which would have to
be the same as cheaper, conventional food — as
the only incentive.

Members of the first group, dominated by the
middle and older generations with a high edu-
cation level and middle and higher social stan-
dard, indicated that the price of food products
is not important to them. A typical statement
comes from Participant 12 (73 years old, PhD,
high standard, urban), who argued that he was
willing to buy such labeled food, irrespective of
the price, if he were sufficiently informed about
the quality schemes. furthermore, this focus
group indicated they are willing to pay 20%
more for meat carrying the Organic Farming la-
bel and for fruit with the Select Quality-Slovenia
label because meat is important to them, and
they do not wish to buy “artificial” and “unripe”
fruit. For example, “Yes, it is important to me that
meat is organic, and | also want to eat fruit from
Slovenia and not artificial fruit from South Amer-
ica, so | would pay 20% more,” said Participant
13 (35 years old, PhD degree, higher standard,
urban).

The majority of participants reported the un-
availability of food bearing quality labels in
general as a reason for not buying such labeled
food: “I buy what I'm used to because there’s not
enough labeled food ... | don't have a sufficient
food choice. So, | don't have experience with
it,” said Participant 14 (49 years old, PhD, middle
standard, rural). This points to the important role
of ensuring that a wide assortment of labeled
products is available in grocery stores. In Slove-
nia, there is a relatively small number of certified
food products. Data from EC geographical indi-
cators register shows only 24 registered prod-
ucts with quality labels, of which 8 are PDO, 13
PGl and 3 TSG. Slovenian data from the Ministry
of Agriculture also include the national quality
scheme “Designation of Higher Quality”, which
currently includes 5 products (European Com-
mission, 2020).
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Shopping with the consumers revealed the
unavailability of labeled Slovenian foods with a
good taste as another reason for their not buy-
ing labeled food. A participant who had learned
about quality labels during the focus group even
said she intentionally buys French food for spe-
cial occasions due to its nice taste: "Why didn't |
buy labeled food? Because Slovenian food does
not taste good. Don't be surprised. This is a well-
known fact. Yes, | buy Slovenian food products
for every day, but not for Sundays or special oc-
casions. Slovenian food doesn't taste as good
as French food, especially delicatessen item”
(Participant 15, 63 years old, masters’ degree,
high standard, urban). Slovenian consumers
still generally believe that the Slovenian market
does not offer (enough) food products with a
good taste, as the Slovenian tradition is mainly
based on peasant dishes that are good for daily
consumption, and must therefore be relatively
cheap, but are not fit for special occasions (Kos
et al,, 2017).

Participants also did not buy labeled food prod-
ucts because they did not contain certain de-
sirable nutritional qualities, with higher protein
content and less sugar. This was desired by par-
ticipants of different ages for whom health and
being in good psycho-physical condition are
extremely important. A typical statement came
from Participant 16 (61 years old, PhD, middle
standard, urban):

Okay, you got me there. | don't look at labeled
foods. I will buy this protein bar. It looks good ...
It doesn’t have many additives ... But you know
why | need it? Because when the devil comes for
me, | need to eat protein and not sugar in choc-
olate because otherwise I'll croak. It’s better for
the muscles and it’s healthier. ... You know, like
everyone, | don't want to gain weight. In ad-
dition, | also need it for good concentration at
work so that | do not get so tired.

The above statement refers to the trend of pur-
chasing functional foods with ingredients that
provide health benefits beyond their nutritional
value, which have become increasingly popular
in Europe in recent years (Ozen, Bibiloni, Pons

617-50¢ 'dd | Z0Z ‘T ON €€ "[oA

pAK]




Vol. 33, No. 2, 2021, pp. 205-219

2

14

Sabina Krsnik, Karmen Erjavec

& Tur, 2014). Following the findings of Zia and
Sumbal (2019), many consumers, regardless of
gender and age, nowadays buy functional food
in order to maintain physical and psychologi-
cal fitness for various reasons, such as having a
good physical appearance (muscular body) or
being well focused for effective work. Indeed,
finding it difficult to control their external en-
vironment, such as precarious employment or
the COVID-19 pandemic, they focus on internal
factors to stay physically and mentally fit. For
the second subgroup of participants, which in-
cludes all generations but is dominated by par-
ticipants with a lower and middle social stan-
dard, the most important purchasing factor is
price, although they also stress the importance
of origin. They mostly buy what is on sale and,
within the range of discounted food products,
choose what is appropriate in terms of health,
taste, and local origin. Familiarity/experience
with the product is not as important for this
group as it is for the first group because they
buy according to price. When they buy cheap
yet also healthy and locally grown food, they
feel rewarded:

While buying food, taste and price are import-
ant to me. If a local, certified food was reduced
in price, I would buy it, but not at full price. But
if it's cheap and Slovenian, I feel good, I'm kind
of happy because I'm being doubly rewarded. ..
You ask me why? Because | bought cheap and
what is socially desirable. (Participant 17, 29
years old, university degree, middle standard,
rural)

4.3. Disinterested participants

A small group of participants of different ages,
education, and standards (about 10%) indicated
they were not interested in the quality scheme
in general for various reasons. Older participants
were not interested in this topic because they
only buy what they are used to and what they
like in terms of taste. Some women are not in-
terested because they are (over)burdened and
have no time to deal with things other than
buying the best quality at the lowest price.

Some students are not interested because their
parents buy the food and taste is an important
factor in their consumption. Others just do not
find the labels and quality schemes relevant: ‘|
don't care if the product has or doesn't have
a certificate. There are so many of them,” an-
nounced Participant 18 (35 years old, university
degree, middle standard, urban).

Taste and price are the most important pur-
chasing factors. These factors were mentioned
in the conversation but were relatively inactive.
"I don't care because | have too much of ev-
erything and | get out of the store as fast as |
can,” said Participant 19 (73 years old, secondary
school qualifications, lower standard, rural). The
shopping with consumers exercise showed that
taste, and familiarity/experience with the food
product were the main factors in deciding on
the purchase, along with spending as little time
as possible in the shop.

4.4, Sceptics

A relatively large share of participants (around
40%) of different ages, education, and standards
hold a distinctly negative attitude to quality
schemes because they do not trust the label-
ing system. Urban participants only trust local
farmers and buy food that is important to them
(e.g, meat) from producers they know personal-
ly, such as local farmers or market traders. They
mainly buy what they themselves have found to
be good or healthy, or what is recommended to
them by people they trust. A typical statement is:

What matters is trust. | don't trust any institu-
tion. Who certifies and controls it anyway? ... |
buy everything on the farm, take the vegetables
and fruit they have right then and cook that.
They have it for themselves, for their children,
so | trust them. ... | trust local farmers within a
5-mile radius. (Participant 20, 63 years old, uni-
versity degree, high standard, urban)

Participants from rural areas do not trust local
producers either and mentioned some bad ex-
periences or the experiences of their acquain-
tances with farmers: ‘I heard of a case where a
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father and son each have their own farm. The
son produces organically, the father conven-
tionally, but they both market and sell products

as ‘organic” (Participant 21, 29 years old, univer-
sity degree, middle standard, rural).

For these participants, there can be no incentive
to buy labeled food since they a priori reject the
actions of institutions as much as possible. They
also mentioned several details of food manipu-
lations published by the media, namely, that the
labels were fake and their main purpose was
to mislead people for the sole purpose of in-
creasing profits. For example, Participant 22 (35
years old, secondary school qualifications, lower
standard, urban) stated: “Food manipulations
are regularly reported in the media. | don't be-
lieve in certification and marketing slogans at all.
They will write down anything just to sell more
and make more money. They all are corrupt, all
of them, industry, the state, farmers, the whole
system!” This statement also shows the partici-
pants do not trust various social actors and in-
stitutions or the system as a whole.

5. DISCUSSION

The results confirm the results of earlier Slove-
nian studies (e.g., Erhart et al, 2008; Kuhar et
al,, 2008; Klopcic¢ et al.,, 2013; Kos Skubic et al,
2017, 2018, 2019) and European ones (European
Commission, 2013; Evaluating EU food quality
schemes, 2020; Grunert & Aachmann, 2016; Ver-
beke et al, 2012) showing that the awareness of
quality labels remains weak. Only a small group
of young focus group participants had knowl-
edge of quality schemes which they had ac-
quired at some secondary schools. Other partic-
ipants were only superficially aware of the most
promoted quality schemes but were unable to
define them in more detail. Among the most
recognized labels were the national Selected
Quality label and the EU Organic Farming label,
confirming the finding of the Eurobarometer
survey (2020) that the level of awareness of the
EU Organic Farming label is the highest among
Slovenian respondents, even though this con-

UDK 658.89:338.518:641(497.4)

tradicts the results of other studies showing that
national labels are more recognized by Central
and Eastern European consumers than EU qual-
ity labels (Evaluating EU food quality schemes,
2020; Vel¢ovska & Del Chiappa, 2015; Kos Skubic
et al, 2017, 2018, 2019). This can be explained by
the fact that these quality labels were the only
labels that were heavily promoted on the Slove-
nian market.

The analysis showed that the majority of the
participants believe quality labels not to be
recognizable and too numerous. The fact that
poorly designed multiple labels can lead to con-
sumer non-recognition and confusion, so they
do not deliver the expected benefits has been
confirmed by labeling studies (Newsome et al,
2014; Wilson et al, 2017). The shopping with
consumers exercise revealed that participants
who had learned about quality schemes during
the focus group interviews and stated that they
were willing to purchase labeled foods did not
pay attention to local/Slovenian origin and qual-
ity schemes while actually shopping and also
that they did not purchase labeled food due to
the overpriced labeled products and unavail-
ability of labeled food generally, as well as food
having a good taste and special nutritional qual-
ities specifically, but also on account of their lack
of familiarity/experience with the product, and
mistrust in the labeling and social system.

One of the main findings of the study is the use-
fulness of different methods, as the shopping
with consumers did not confirm the preference
for quality schemes and local/national origin in-
dicated in the focus groups. Therefore, verifying
statements with actual purchasing behavior is
very important for the validity of the results.

In contrast to consumers in Western Europe,
who prioritize taste (Evaluating EU food quality
schemes, 2020), price, or a trade-off between
price and quality is an important purchasing
factor for Central and Eastern European con-
sumers (Horskd et al, 2011; Velcovska & Del
Chiappa, 2015). A part of this behavior may be
attributed to purchasing power and a part to
values. Most Slovenians, like other Central and
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Eastern Europeans, spend a large share of their
financial resources on transport and a small
share on food (SURS, 2019), meaning that they
prioritize external image (including a good car)
before food quality.

Some participants said they buy the food prod-
ucts that they are used to and have had good
experiences with, which is consistent with the
dominant characteristic of the majority of Slove-
nian consumers, that is, being conservative and
sticking to established habits (Mediana, 2020).

The research also showed that most partici-
pants believe the Slovenian food in general not
to have a fine or exceptional taste so that it can
be served on special occasions; consequently,
they do not buy it. Namely, Slovenian consum-
ers still generally believe the Slovenian market
does not offer (enough) food products with a
good taste, as the Slovenian tradition is mainly
based on peasant dishes that are good for daily
consumption, so they must be relatively cheap,
but is not fit for special occasions (Kos Skubic et
al,, 2017).

Nearly half the respondents have primarily neg-
ative views on quality schemes due to mistrust
in all links in the food chain and in social institu-
tions such as government agencies. According
to the findings of sociologists and anthropol-
ogists, the mistrust of quality schemes stems
from the fact that many Slovenians do not trust
social institutions, including political, govern-
mental, banking, judicial and media organiza-
tions, and large companies (Godina, 2016). That
mistrust is related to the dissatisfaction of the
majority (87%) of Slovenians with the political
system and the political and economic elite,
which most Slovenians perceive to be illegiti-
mate, believing that such structures do not al-
low them to participate in decisions concerning
their own lives and only benefit at their expense
(Valicon, 2020).

The low level of awareness indicates the inef-
fectiveness of the communication campaign
run for quality schemes by the Slovenian gov-
ernment. This highlights the need for a new and

complex communication strategy to promote
quality schemes. As McFadden and Lusk (2015)
note, traditional advertising and education
based on scientific information does not have
the expected effect; however, personalized
stories and social pressure from influential per-
sons and connections to pressing issues such
as climate change might. It is also necessary to
promote the good taste of Slovenian food and
to pay attention to its nutritional value. Systemic
measures are called for to increase the credibil-
ity, quality, and transparency of social institu-
tions in Slovenia and other countries in Central
and Eastern Europe.

Although we obtained important data about
views on quality labels, this research is limited
by the fact that it was conducted online due to
the protective measures imposed in response
to the COVID-19 pandemic. Hence, we could
not include in the focus groups elderly people
and people of the lowest standard, who have
no access to digital technology (computers with
cameras) and do not know how to use online
conferencing applications. However, we in-
cluded such people in greater numbers in the
second step, the shopping with consumers ex-
ercise. The main limitation of the study is that all
foods are treated the same, although unpack-
aged products bought in bulk do not have a
quality label and are perceived differently from
those with labels. We therefore suggest that
future studies consider the difference between
packaged and unpackaged food.

6. CONCLUSION

The study on the awareness of, attitudes to, and
purchase of labeled food showed the useful-
ness of different methods because shopping
with consumers did not confirm the preference
for quality schemes and local/national origin
indicated in the focus groups. This study con-
tributed to the literature by identifying the rea-
sons why consumers do not buy labeled food
products. It demonstrated the usefulness of the
shopping with consumers exercise as no pub-
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lished study is based on the observation of qual-
ity labels at the time of deciding to purchase.

In Slovenia, a Central-Eastern European country
without a strong tradition in quality schemes
and with a sea of quality labels, four consumer
groups were identified regarding their aware-
ness and knowledge of, and attitude to the
quality scheme. These are: “The Aware”, a small
group of young focus group participants who
recognized quality labels and had knowledge
of quality schemes they acquired at certain sec-
ondary schools; “The Disinterested”, who were
not interested in quality schemes generally;
“The Sceptics”, who mistrust farmers and the la-
beling system because they do not trust social
institutions; “Potential buyers’, who indicated
they are willing to learn about quality schemes,
yet did not buy such labeled food even though
they were aware of it on account of the over-
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