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1. Exploring the Development of Organic consumption in Britain

1.1 Objectives

As part of the EU-funded research project: QualitativeLowInputFood, this study and the similar
qualitative studies taking place simultaneously in Italy and Denmark, aim to understand the
future demand for organic food in the European context.

The more specific objectives of the qualitative studies are: (1) to understand the development of
conceptions of organic food products and production methods, (2) to identify the factors which
trigger the original motivation to purchase organic food products and the subsequent
development of conviction about organic food as well as motivations to change or expand the
selection of product categories.

Previous studies, such as Padel’s (2005) ‘Exploring the gap between attitudes and behaviour’,
have provided snaps shots of the organic consumer in an attempt to develop a typography of
organic shoppers. This study, in difference, has adopted an innovative approach and has aimed to
better understand the consumer through a qualitative analysis of biographical narratives.

Sample and Population

This study was designed to obtain detailed in-depth quantitative material from consumers and
therefore the sample size was deliberately limited. The sample in the UK consisted of 18
households drawn equally from two geographical regions in the UK; London, the capital city and
an average sized city; Bristol, in the South West of England.

In each household the person mainly responsible for food shopping decisions (principal shopper)
was recruited for an in depth semi structured interview. This interview aimed to draw out a
biographical narrative which detailed important events that influenced decisions relevant to food
consumption. It was intended that a secondary member of each household (such as
husband/wife, partner, parent, son/daughter or close friend) would also be interviewed as a
validation procedure, focusing on the decisions of the principal shopper. To supplement the
interview data and for purposes of triangulation, we aimed to observe and if consented, film, a
shopping trip with the principal shopper in the household.

London, being a vast, diverse metropolis with a population exceeding 7 million, was an
interesting choice to obtain the quota of consumers for this study, and resulted in a rich and
varied sample. It also proved challenging to get the attention of consumers in the many shopping
contexts within this bustling, urban environment.

Bristol, in contrast, surrounded by rich agricultural regions such as Somerset and Gloucestershire
has a relatively slower pace. The city which has a diverse population of approximately 410,000
has been defined as an average sized UK city. With a reputation as having a thriving local food
culture, Bristol accesses a wide range of local and organic produce from the surrounding regions.
Bristol is also home to the Soil Association (Britain’s official organic certification body, as well as
environmental charity promoting sustainable, organic farming and human health.)



Initial screening for research recruits varied between the two geographical locations. In London,
participating consumers have been recruited at ‘Greenland’s’ a small health food shop in
Greenwich, in a large supermarket in an out of centre Greenwich retail park, Sainsbury’s, and at
an inner city fine food/farmers market in London Spital-fields.

Some locations were completely unsuccessful for recruitment in London, such as the extra large
Asda store in Charlton, South East London — where shoppers refused to even stop to find out
what the research was about. This Asda store proved to be an extremely hectic environment with
a diverse demographic. Additionally, a small Marks and Spencer was unsuccessful for recruiting
purposes as most people who were willing to speak claimed they did not really have time to
participate in the study.

At ‘Greenland’s’, the small health food shop in Greenwich, the level of interest was high and
most shoppers who were approached completed the screening stage of the recruitment process.
Some expressed interest for the subject matter but regretted that time was a major constraint and
declined participation. Other shoppers wanted to know the purposes of the research before
committing themselves to take part. These people were often enthusiastic about food and had
strong opinions they wanted to share. Some shoppers were doubtful about how interesting a case
they would make and felt uncomfortable about participation. Reasons for this doubt were not
explored in depth.

At the farmers/fine food market in London, consumers were often keen to be interviewed for the
research. Generally, shopping appeared to be at a relatively leisurely pace, and shoppers were
found to be interested in speaking about food as well as enthusiastic about the subject matter of
organic food.

In the Sainsbury’s supermarket in London, shoppers approached were quite open and willing to

complete the screening questionnaire but were reserved about committing to an interview before
receiving additional information via email. Recruiting is this scenario was more rushed and less

relaxed than at the health food shop and the farmers’ market.

Recruiting non organic consumers was attempted at a variety of locations in London. This
included a large Asda supermarket, a discount supermarket (Lidl), a suburban food market and a
small, suburban supermarket. Success at recruiting the non organic consumer group proved to be
very difficult, explaining the lower number of non organic consumer participants in this study (3)
than was originally planned (4).

In Bristol, the average sized UK city, recruitment of consumers was carried out at the central,
weekly farmers’ market, at a large supermarket (Asda) and through referral from other key
agents. For example at the farmers’ market certain producers suggested interviewing their
customers.

Interviews have taken place between February and August 2007. The incentive to take part in the
research was in the form of cash and amounted to the sum of £30.00 being paid for a principal
interview and an additional £15.00 paid to the household if the secondary interview was also
carried out.

The sample consists of quotas of regular, occasional and non consumers of organic food.
Recruitment of consumers for the sample was made by Natasha Ayres in both London and
Bristol.



All interviews with principal and secondary subjects took place at the respondents’ homes and
ranged in length between 40 minutes and 90 minutes. Most interviews lasted an average of 60
minutes.

Principal subjects were asked to be accompanied on a shopping trip after the main interview, and
this usually took place at a local shop where the consumer would shop quite frequently.
Participants were informed that they should shop during this visit as they would normally do so.
In some of the cases this shopping trip was filmed, for purposes of triangulation. However, some
participants did not wish to be filmed and in these cases observational notes were compiled
instead.

In some cases the secondary interview was not conducted due to recruitment problems such as
difficulty in making contact to arrange interview, time constraints, desire for privacy as well as
less interest in the subject matter than the principal subject.

Shopping trip locations included farmers’ markets in Bristol and London, small local health food
shops, ethnic food groceries in London, small, local grocery shops, independent organic butchers,
a massive Asda supermarket, and a number of small chain supermarkets (Coop, Somerfield,
Sainsbury’s, Marks and Spencer).

The following tables show details about each of the three consumer groups and the case studies
carried out.

Table 1- Regular Organic Consumers interviewed

Secondary
Gender Subject Household Composition Location and filming of
Characteristics shopping trip
A (London) 41 Female ig;sband (age= Couple, children <11 No film obtained — due to
time constraints
B (Bristol) 33 Female g;;Sband (age Couple, children <11 Film of shopping in local
Somerfield — Bristol
C Husband (age o . .
(London) 35 Female 36) Couple, children <11 Film of shopping at London
Farmers Market
w D (Bristol) 35 Male Wife (age 35) Couple, no children No film obtained. Shopping
- == trip at local Greengrocers
< 5
S E Film of shopping at local
O ® E (London) 35 Male Wife (age 35) Couple, no children precinct of shops in London
Z — Health Food shop,
§ @) Greengrocers and Butchers
O
. No Film obtained —
F (London) 39 Female Partner (45) Empty nesting couple s e A
G (Bristol) 31 Female ;—Ill;sband (age Couple, no children Film of shopping at large
Asda in Bristol




Close friend

H (London) 54 35)

Female

I (Bristol) 49 Female Son (age 16)

Table 2 — Occasional Organic Consumers interviewed

Secondary
Subject

Characteristics

Empty nesting female

Single, children 11>

Household Composition

Film of shopping at local
Coop in London

No film obtained — shopping
was observed at Bristol
Farmers market

Location and filming of

A (Bristol) 53 Female N/A
. House-mate
é ;’2 B (Bristol) 35 Male (age 32)
% =
[l
70)] E C (London) 48 Female B;;Sband (age
< %
S Z
O
© 0 D (Bristol) 33 Tl 1:;;’“‘“ (age
E (London) 33 Female N/A
F (London) 62 Male Partner (61)

NON -

Table 3 — Non Organic Consumers interviewed

Secondary
Subject

Characteristics

Couple, children <11

Single, no children

Couple, children <11

Couple, no children

Young Couple, no children

Empty nesting couple

Household Composition

shopping trip

No film obtained — shopping
was observed at Bristol
Farmers market

No film obtained — subject
declined

Film of shopping at local
Health Food Shop in
London suburbs

Film of shopping at Bristol
Farmers Market

No film obtained — subject
declined

No film obtained — subject
declined

Location and filming of

A (London) 30 Male N/A
(7]
é 5 B (Bristol) 46 Female N/A
7]
M Z
°© 3
C (Bristol) 32 Male N/A

The quota is as follows:

Single, no children

Empty Nesting Couple

Single, no children

shopping trip

Still photos obtained —
problems with camera

No film obtained — subject
declined

No film obtained — subject
too busy




Household composition:

5 young couples without children

4 households with children <1lyears
4 empty nesting households

3 single households without children
2 households with children >11 years

Consumer organic characteristics:

9 regular organic consumers
6 occasional organic consumers
3 non organic consumers

Gender:

12 female
6 male

All interviews were recorded and transcribed for analysis. Data analysis was carried out with
assistance from NVivo, a processing software tool which aids the coding, organisation and
analysis of qualitative material.

1.2 The development of the organic market in Britain

The origins of the market for organic products in Britain lie in the late 1980s. The development of
the organic food market was initially supply driven, but since the mid-90s appears to be mostly
demand driven (Michelsen et al., 2001). On one hand, there was a series of widespread scandals
involving food safety issues (for example, the suggestion in 1988 by Health Minister, Edwina
Curry, that the majority of eggs in the UK were contaminated with salmonella; and most
importantly, emerging concerns of possible links between BSE and the human disease vCJD). On
the other, a number of committed pioneer organic producers had begun to consolidate and
expand distribution channels through independent retailers and health food shops. These greater
consumer concerns provided opportunities for multiple retailers to enter the market for organic
products early in the 1990s, especially as statutory support for the production method had been
established by EU Regulation 2092/91. Michelsen et al. (2001) mention that the strong presence
of the multiples in the sector may have increased confidence both for producers to convert to
organic farming and for the consumer. They retrenched somewhat in the middle of the decade,
but all major multiples now have a commitment to supply and if possible extend organic food
products on offer.

Unlike other European countries, from these origins, growth in the market for organic products
in the UK has been sustained and continuous. Currently, the value of the retail market is the
second largest in Europe after Germany (Padel et al., 2008), and growth prospects apparently
remain very strong. However, despite some substantial increase in the supply base, expansion of
domestic production of organic food has never been sufficiently rapid to catch up with consumer
demand, and consequently there is a high level of import dependence, which varies considerably
by product.



Certification is provided by private sector organisations with governmental supervision.
UKROFS (United Kingdom Register of Organic Food Standards) was established in 1987 at the
request of the Ministry of Agriculture, Food and Fisheries (MAFF) to set a common minimum
standard for the UK, prior to the introduction of the common European Regulation (EEC)
2092/91. On implementation of Regulation (EEC) No. 2092/91 in the UK, UKROFS was
designated the Competent Authority for administering the EC Regulation (Michelsen et al.,
2001). Unlike many other European counterparts the UK has no common logo for organic
production other than the term ‘organic’ itself (Hamm and Gronefeld, 2004). The need for a
‘unique’ or clearly identifiable symbol was mentioned by consumers as one way to simplify the
shopping for and choosing of organic products (Padel and Foster, 2006).

The statistics which describe the organic market in the United Kingdom are fragmentary and
inconsistent; some come from market research organisations such as TNS or Mintel, whereas
others are derived from surveys or expert opinion. Nevertheless, they are sufficient to provide an
overall impression of the dynamics of organic food market development. Since 1999 the Soil
Association’s has annually published an Organic Market Report providing numerical details on
the production sector, wholesale and retail market values, market channels, levels of imports, and
consumer information, although not all information is available for all years.

From the legal requirement to certify organic and in-conversion land, there is a good basis of
information on areas, farm businesses, cropping and livestock enterprises. Significant growth in
production began in 1997, when the area under organic management doubled in a single year;
from then, the average annual rate of increase was over 60%, up to a peak of 730,000 hectares in
2002; subsequently, the growth rate levelled off, there was a slight decline (particularly in the
highlands of Scotland), and currently almost 615,000 hectares are under organic management.
This surge in area was partly due to the introduction of conversion aids for organic farmers in
1997, and their subsequent significant enhancement in 2001. Not all of this growth can be
explained by the introduction of the Organic Aid Scheme, however, as low rates of support
payment led to relatively low uptake of the scheme; the crisis in conventional agriculture (due to
the strong pound and BSE concerns) may have contributed to early growth levels.

Retail sales of organic food rose from £92 million in 1992 to an estimated £260 million in 1997,
although that still accounted for less than 1% of total retail food sales (Mintel, 1997). In 1997/98,
the wholesale value of the main organic commodities produced in the United Kingdom was £63
million; by category, dairy products accounted for 18%, meat for 9%, eggs for 6%, cereals for 16%
and fruit and vegetables for 51% (Soil Association, 1999). The same report shows that in
1998/99, this spectrum was broadly reflected in overall retail spending (worth £260 million) by
category; fruit, vegetables and herbs accounted for 45% of retail spending, cereals and baked
products for 13%, dairy products for 14%, meat for 4% and eggs for 2% (the remaining 23% was
accounted for by processed products — especially baby food — and beverages). The estimated
import content was approximately 70% in total; 80% of fruit and vegetables and 50% of cereals
were imported. Major constraints on supply at the time were noted as deficient dedicated
processing capacity, and reluctance of multiple retailers to accord priority to purchasing domestic
production. There was at this time 100% domestic self-sufficiency in organic meat, but total sales
in 1997 only accounted for £13 million. Some considerable improvements have subsequently
occurred: for example, in 2000 major multinational food companies (including Heinz and Nestlé)
began processing organic variants of their major brands. Despite substantial output growth,
however, as noted the expansion of consumer demand since the late 1990s has outstripped even
the rapid capacity extension. The most recent statistics relate to the imported content of sales by
major multiple retailers in 2005-06 (Soil Association, 2007). 100% of eggs and 96% of dairy



products were sourced from within the UK; however, percentages were significantly lower for
meat (79%), vegetables (73%), salads (38%) and fruit (15%) respectively, although in most cases
small increases in domestic production helped close the gap with demand.

Fruit and vegetables remain the majority of organic retail sales, accounting for 35% of the total,
dairy products (including eggs) take up 22%; cereal and baked products, 14%; meat, meat
products and fish, 8%; and baby foods, 5% (Key Note Ltd., 2006). Growth in all categories has
been steady, and in constant price terms (deflated by the All Food element of the UK Retail
Prices Index ) overall growth in the market since 2000 has been around 10% annually. According
to Soil Association estimates, the current value of organic retail sales is just over £1.9 billion, and
accounts for 2.5% of total food retail sales (this figure improves on previous estimates, since
supermarket non-food sales are now excluded from the base from which it is calculated).

The majority of consumer purchases of organic food are made through multiple retailers: 75%
occur through this channel (Soil Association, 2007). However, there has been strong recent
growth in sales through independent shops (now 18%) and by producers (7%), which reverses
past trends in which most growth occurred within multiple retailer channels. Box schemes and
mail orders grew by an estimated 53% between 2005 and 2006. Significantly, a higher proportion
of sales were from local sources via this channel, so that for producer-operated schemes, 92% of
meat, 74% of vegetables and 80% of salad vegetables were either from own production or other
local farms. However, most rapid growth occurred through non-producer box schemes, in which
55% of meat, 27% of vegetables and 28% of salad vegetables were sourced from local farms.
Farm shops grew less rapidly between 2005 and 2006, and their share of the overall retail market
has continued to decline; sales through farmers’ markets were static over the same period.
Catering (through public sector canteens and the restaurant sector) remains negligible, in
comparison with the volume of retail sales.

According to Key Note Ltd. (2006), regular buyers of organic food are most likely to be female;
in either the younger age groups (aged below 24) or middle aged (45-54); in households with
young children (under 9 years of age); and in the Southern half of Britain (in the South East
region, consumers are 40% more likely to be regular consumers than not; in the South West
region, consumers are 49% more likely). Individuals from social class A are more likely to be
regular consumers, but so too are those from the lowest class, E. Key issues for consumers appear
to be mixed: “different consumers display different incentives to purchase, whether it is primarily
concern over pesticides, animal welfare, or the belief that organic food is simply better for you. It
seems that these values are not transferable to all product areas and that consumers are selective
in their approach” (Soil Association, 2007: 41).

2. Life Histories regarding Food Habits

Food is an essential part of our intimate everyday lives. Understanding the consumer and what,
how, why and where people consume food is essential in addressing aspects of the problem about
the future consumption of food. In particular understanding consumer culture surrounding
‘organically produced’ food can address questions about how the production and consumption of
food in the future can link human with ecological health.



In contemporary society food plays a role of colossal importance. Food is traded and marketed
within a powerful political arena ridden with conflict, crisis and inequality and the future of food
is uncertain and unstable (Lang 2004)"'. Our global food economy is dominated by giant
conglomerates which market an array of processed food and convenient food products available
all year round. As a result of this, the environmental sustainability of the food production systems
and the quality and nutritional value of food produced are challenged.

Food habits relate to aspects of food culture; activities of food sourcing (which could be shopping,
service catering or growing vegetables/rearing chickens), food preparation, and cooking in the
household, and the negotiation and dynamics of meals and eating. Current food habits are
understood in relation to a person’s food history, previous habits, events and life-cycle changes
that have influenced present norms. It is of particular interest to identify how the food habits of
regular consumers of organic food change over time in comparison to those of occasional and
non- organic food consumers. By doing so it is expected that insights into understanding future
organic consumption habits will be gained.

2.1 Current Food Habits

Consumers who can be described as food engaged were recruited for this study. As expected
regular, occasional and non organic food consumers’ narratives show that tasty food of good
quality is something that the consumers in our sample across all organic groups currently attach a
great importance to and pay attention to. Each household has their own distinctive food values
and food culture. Almost all consumers’ food biographies articulate a change from the
‘traditional’ food habits of the past in comparison to the diversely influenced contemporary food
habits of the current period.

Shopping Habits

Narratives from all three consumer groups suggest that food shopping is an activity which
involves thoughtful negotiation.

‘T guess shopping is something that is more than just functional but we think about it and enjoy it’*

Regular Organic food consumers

Shopping Locations

Shopping habits of our sample of consumers are often creative and resourceful. With such an
abundance of choice of shopping venues in both the London and Bristol, shopping locations and
general shopping habits vary considerably between and within organic consumer groups and life
cycle phases.

Major differences between regular consumers with regard to current shopping habits are generally
characterised by variations in shopping venues and differing values associated with the shopping
experience. What emerges from the narratives is two subsets of regular organic consumers. On
the one hand there is a group of ‘alternatively orientated’ shoppers who aspire to shop in a variety
of locations which are alternatives to supermarkets, and on the other hand a group of

' Lang, T and Heasman, M (2004) Food Wars: The Global Battle for Mouths, Minds and Markets, London: Earthscan.
% Regular Organic Consumer B

10



‘supermarket orientated’ consumers who articulate a preference to shop in mainstream
supermarkets.

The first subset of regular organic food consumers in our sample have a preference for shopping
in specialist or alternative locations such as health food shops and farmers markets where they
gain a more personal shopping experience, can access an extensive range of organic goods and
receive a degree of expert food product knowledge. This subset of consumers almost always
articulate that they also inevitably have to shop in supermarkets to source specific items but what
distinguishes them from the second subset of consumers is a common attitude of resistance to
supermarkets, a self imposed challenge to this popular convention or habit and a view that
alternative shopping arenas are favourable.

‘I try and do my main shopping at the farmers’ market which is where I met you... if I could use just the
farmers markets and small organic shops I would’®

‘Everyone that works [in the organic supermarket] is really nice it’s one of those shops that feels really
pleasant shopping there and it makes you feel relaxed. They have a big basket of apples by the door
which you can help yourself to while you’re shopping. All the little touches make it quite easy...and
they’re really nice to the girls.”

‘Generally I will shop at a health food shop near work, also I use the Italian Deli on Trafalgar Road,
and I also use the health food shop at the standard... I use the organic vegetables from Greenwich
market, I use the co op on Trafalgar Road for stuff that I can’t get elsewhere. That’s pretty much
that.”

The positive experience of shopping in smaller, more personal locations are often reinforced by a
dislike and distrust for the larger multi national chain supermarkets.

‘T would avoid shopping at Tesco...because... applying the general small is beautiful philosophy...and
the perception of the distorting effects that Tesco has on politics and the economy and the community as
well.”®

‘T guess we felt anti the big companies but couldn’t really complain about it and then put your money
there every week. Even though us not shopping there doesn’t make any difference at all. I think we
feel comfortable to support a shop like ‘Better Food’.”’

Some narratives also feature the desire to support small businesses.

‘T think it’s important to buy food from places like farmers markets and organic farmers; because it gives
them work and keeps their business going.’®

It is often the whole package of shopping in alternative environments including as mentioned the
personal contact, the trust for food in terms of quality and production, as well as the aesthetic
experience, which leads ‘alternatively orientated’ regular consumers to articulate an enhanced
shopping experience. Supermarkets are spoken about with genuine negative emotion by some
‘alternatively orientated’ regular organic consumers.

% Regular Organic Consumer I
* Regular Organic Consumer B
> Regular Organic Consumer E
¢ Regular Organic Consumer B(2)
" Regular Organic Consumer B
8 Regular Organic Consumer I (2)
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‘T hate the experience. I hate it, I find them really horrible, they’re too big. I don’t like really big shops
because I think they’re really unpleasant to be in. I don’t like the lighting, I hate bright lighting. It’s
horrible.”

There is a nuance amongst these consumers that the realm of the supermarket is in-authentic as a
location for sourcing organic food.

Although the necessities of everyday life drive even the ‘alternatively orientated’ regular organic
consumers to use supermarkets on occasions, a common distrust for supermarkets is evident. This
suspicion can be seen as an element of an anti commercial attitude, in opposition to multi
national power and a rejection of the money-making values that big companies stand for. Along
with consumer’s anti commercial attitude comes a rejection of conventional branding, excessive
packaging, aggressive marketing and advertising. Some consumers show an explicit desire and
willingness to exercise some power to avoid playing a role in this alienating supermarket context.

The second subset of regular consumers, in contrast, articulate a practical preference for shopping
at supermarkets and are unlikely to articulate a preference for any ideal associated with smaller,
specialist shopping locations for sourcing organic food.

‘T like Sainsbury’s. The selection is better and if I do decide to make a really nice meal and I'm treating
Angela then I know I won’t find all the ingredients I want in Asda and I also think there is a more
extensive selection in Sainsbury’s and I think also it caters for a particular type of clientele. You can find
vine leaves there; Dolmades and Sushi.’*’

‘It is between Waitrose, Marks and Spencer’s and Sainsbury’s. It was always Waitrose, then when Phil
moved in we started going to Sainsbury’s as well because he likes the branded products that he can get
in Sainsbury’s’!!

‘T’'ve never been let down by them, I've never felt dissatisfied with Sainsbury’s, I've grown up around
Sainsbury’s... from a child I’ve known Sainsbury’s through to leaving my last town of residence,
Didcot, and then moving here we’re lucky enough to having a big Sainsbury’s on our doorstep.’'?

‘There’s a Tesco’s Express at the end of our road, great, there’s a cash point, and they do organic milk,
Soya milk and organic bread. They are good, cheap, convenient...you know if you make the most of the
Tesco’s offers you can cut down your shopping bill quite significantly in big packets of things that for us
is great...’"?

The distinguishing characteristic about this second subset of consumers in contrast to the first is
that they appear to have accepted and in some cases embraced the supermarket as a necessary
shopping location. Narratives from this subset neither strongly feature negative reflections about
supermarkets or express desire to shop in alternative contexts. There is also a tendency for these
regular consumers to view shopping as a practical chore rather than a leisurely pursuit.

‘T am a lazy shopper in Asda I would want to get it over and done with.’"*

Trust

° Regular Organic Consumer H
10 Regular Organic Consumer G (2)
! Regular Organic Consumer F
12 Regular Organic Consumer F (2)
13 Regular Organic Consumer A
!4 Regular Organic Consumer G (2)
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We have found that for most of the regular organic consumers in our sample there is an
implication that trust is one of the most important concerns when shopping for food. For some
consumers, it is trust in a food retailer that provides the desired reassurance. Clearly, the
experience of trust will be achieved in different ways by consumers who shop in different
locations. The ‘supermarket orientated’ consumers experience trust within the reliable, predicable
context of a supermarket, where most goods will be mass produced.

‘I trust Waitrose and Marks and Spencer’s. Not too sure about Sainsbury’s, just not too sure.’"

Lack of trust for certain supermarkets is also sometimes related to negative media stories.

‘T know that Tesco bought some beef, they bought the animal babies and they fed them with normal (not
organic food) food and they had all the vaccinations and everything, and then at some point of their life
they bought the animal and fed them for 6 months with organic food and then killed the animal and said
this animal is organic... I don’t trust them anymore. But I never trusted them anyway.’*¢

Even though this example actually conforms to organic standards, there are imagined values and
expectations about what organic food is or should be which do not tally with this reality. The
implication is that organic food from the supermarket context cannot easily be trusted in the same
way that organic food from a smaller producer can. There are dichotomised ideas about organic
food and their associated ethic value, from small scale idyllic producers in juxtaposition to
mainstream, corporate producers.

Trust features as a major value in stories about shopping in locations where there is direct contact
with a producer or cooperative.

‘Abel and Cole have been very good because they send a lot of information about the company how they
operate...because they are basically a cooperative as well...and actually have been doing it for probably
six or seven years...” '’

Trust is partly about the food safety, quality and the ethics of a company; important reasons
underpinning decisions to buy organic food. For ‘alternatively orientated’ regular consumers,
trust is tied up with ethical concerns and traceability. Relevant information, at an informal level,
1s often perceived as being easier to access within the context of a smaller shop than a large
supermarket chain.

‘T don’t know if ethical is the right word, but in terms of Colin he is horrified by supermarkets because of
the fact that products have come from all over the world and are air freighted, not knowing where meat
comes from and not .. I suppose not trusting them anymore.’'®

In the cases when ‘alternatively orientated’ regular consumers are faced with the necessity of
having to shop within a supermarket, the choice is often mindful of which supermarket is most
trusted.

‘T have a coop round the corner and I get things there when I need it but I know they are Gm free and they
are more ethical than a lot of other supermarkets. I try and go to the organic range anyway.’"

15 Regular Organic Consumer F
16 Regular Organic Consumer C
17 Regular Organic Consumer D
18 Regular Organic Consumer E
1 Regular Organic Consumer I
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Issues of trust and distrust are related to some extent to consumers differing attitudes towards
shopping locations. As we would expect the subset of regular organic ‘alternatively orientated’
consumers distinctively experience a lack of trust for large supermarkets because they do not trust
that such large companies will operate in a way where people and planet matter above the motive
for making profit and the experience is anonymous, there is little opportunity to ask important
questions about food. Therefore smaller shopping locations where direct contact with a producer
or supplier can be obtained are favoured because there is more opportunity to retrieve
information. In contrast, some consumers from the ‘supermarket orientated’ subset tend to
articulate trust for their supermarkets of choice and they often relate this to direct experiences of
reliability, consistency of produce and the favourable branding of the company. This branding
may feature messages about the company’s ethics and food sourcing policies.

For other ‘supermarket orientated’ regular consumers trust for organic food features in narratives
as a value that comes with the organic product irrespective of shopping location.

‘T blindly trust that [organic food] is better for you and nicer without the chemicals of conventional
produce’®

Price

Most regular consumers of organic food in our sample say they will consciously pay more money
for food to experience the trust and gain the reassurance they seek. However, most will not pay
more with out thinking about what they are getting for their money.

A narrative from one ‘alternatively orientated’ regular organic consumer articulates awareness
that spending excessive money on food may be perceived as an extravagance. This is often
justified because money is saved in other areas for example by no longer going on holiday or no
longer buying unhealthy snack foods or by not going to the pub and drinking alcohol. There is a
deliberate attempt to point out that organic food choices aren’t practiced with purity nor to be
pretentious. This consumer communicates that they select organic items they believe deserve
paying a premium for while excluding those they deem unworthy of a premium. It has been
rationalised as part of a reasoning process and in most cases it is deemed worth paying more.
This self conscious attempt to avoid being seen as a conspicuous consumer swayed by popular
advertising can be seen as reinforcing a concept of alternative values where the practice of
shopping is evaluated and carried out with awareness. Such reflection and justification for
spending indicates that substantial thought is put into weighing up financial considerations for
buying organic food. Gardner argues that people go through a process of assessment which
involves the development of arguments in favour of a decision. Such reasoning about price can be
seen as part of this cognitive process convincing the person they are making a favourable
decision.

Other ‘alternatively orientated’ regular consumers in this study also select organic products that
they deem worth paying the premium for and are often acutely aware about the price of certain
organic foods and price is central to determining whether a product is purchased.

‘T think it is really expensive. I mean I have picked up organic strawberries and seen they cost four pounds
and put them back. I really can’t afford that.’”!

2 Regular Organic Consumer G(2)
I Regular Organic Consumer I
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Most of the ‘supermarket orientated’ regular consumers in the sample accept paying the price
premium for organic food and price is not an obvious issue. One exceptional case of a
‘supermarket orientated’ regular consumer who articulates price as a significant factor in
decisions about food shopping and chooses to shop in the supermarket context specifically to
achieve low prices and best value for money. This consumer has a large family, four children
under 10 years old, supported solely by one full time income and most significantly has
experienced cancer which has bought about a hyper awareness of certain potentially high risk
foods. Organic food habits are therefore adopted specifically for the high risk foods.

On the whole premium prices for organic produce do not challenge a regular consumer’s beliefs
about organic food.

Dedicated organic consumers in particular have established a rationale in support of the cost of
their organic food habits which relates to notions about the hidden and artificial costs of
conventional production.

‘If you look at say the cost of meat, in real values, meat is cheaper now than it was 15 years ago. We are
paying for it through our taxes and the environmental damage not through the price for the food. So I
factor in that we are not paying more for organic food, we are actually paying the right price for organic
food; we are not paying the costs in other ways. At the moment, because we are dual income and have no
kids, money isn’t a worry.’*

Some dedicated regular consumer’s comment that they do not consciously look at prices because
other factors, such as trust, override price. In such cases income levels are relatively high (i.e. two
full time working professionals in a household with no dependents) and the food budget is not
restricted.

‘T would never, in terms of my shopping bill, make a decision based on cost. I am not frivolous in terms of
spending, but in terms of my food I would rather shop in a shop that I trust and pay more ...

Occasional consumers of organic food

Shopping Locations

Occasional organic consumers in this study vary in their shopping locations and again it is
possible to identify two distinct subsets, ‘alternatively orientated’ and ‘supermarket orientated’
consumers.

Occasional organic ‘alternatively orientated’ consumers are similar to the same subset of regular
organic consumers in that they also prefer to avoid busy anonymous supermarkets and will spend
time sourcing ingredients from a variety of specialist locations. Again there is a value placed on
the shopping experience.

‘That’s what I do like about places like Fresh and Wild, most of them do have an interest and knowledge
of the products they stock and they are happy to talk about it for me that makes a better shopping
experience socially, generally as they know and care about the food.’**

2 Regular Organic Consumer E
2 Regular Organic Consumer F
# Occasional Organic Consumer E
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‘I try and support small shops... I realise we do have a choice. I'm lucky I live in the middle of a city in an
ok area and there are ethnic minorities living here, a Chinese shop and an Albanian shop and I have got
relatively easy access to a variety of foods so I don’t have to make an effort really. On my way home from
work I pass different shops. No hassle...very convenient.’ %

‘Supermarket orientated’ occasional organic consumers in our sample, especially those with busy
family lives, tend to shop for the majority of their food in supermarkets. These are often
convenient locations in close proximity to their home or the choice of where to shop is restricted
because of where they live. The occasional organic consumers in this study are well educated and
socially- and environmentally conscious people. Some ‘Supermarket orientated’ occasional
consumers will however opt to buy their organic food items from certain alternative suppliers
such as farmers markets (for example eggs, milk or meat).

‘So if I need or I want to buy some meat there are some suppliers that I know who come to the slow food
market and sometimes to the farmers market, who I know will be there and will bring some really nice
beef. It’s tasty, it’s good, it’s expensive-ish at least in comparison to Sainsbury but we know it’s nice and

126
good.

The narrative suggests that motivation for consuming occasional organic food products from
outlets close to the source of production are chosen for reasons relating to quality and taste. The
aspect of ‘localness’ is also articulated as an additional reason to consume from such locations.

Trust

The occasional organic consumers in our sample like the regular consumers are motivated to
make shopping decisions based on trust. Again the trust in the producer features as an important
factor in the shopping decision. One way trust is experienced is from feeling reassured that the
product has been bought direct from the source of production. Direct food purchases may not
specifically be organic, they may be locally produced or free range, but the same value for
experiencing direct contact with a producer applies. This is a common value for occasional
organic consumers who are ‘alternatively orientated’ in terms of their shopping locations.

‘Yes I think it gives you a sense of security. If you talk to the producer I think it makes you feel they can’t
lie to you about the food. It might not be true but I feel I know what I'm getting. It’s more enjoyable to do
shopping like that. That why I don’t like going to the supermarkets. I find them very impersonal. They’re

slightly stressful and a bit depressing really.’ 27

What distinguishes most occasional organic consumers from regular organic consumers is an
articulation that they are not active in sourcing food specifically because it is organic. There is a
degree of scepticism about organic products and the organic label conveyed by many of the
occasional consumers. This scepticism can be linked to a desire to explicitly resist being a
conspicuous consumer who is keeping up with the Joneses, and it can be interpreted as a way of a
refusing to be hoodwinked and ripped off by a commercial enterprising industry that is little
understood, let alone trusted.

% Occasional Organic Consumer D
% Occasional Organic Consumer A
" Occasional Organic Consumer D
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‘I remember when people were first talking about organic, it was on the news, I remember my parents
talking about it and Liz’s mum who is very big on her organic products talking about it. It’s good for you
it’s healthy it’s organic you’ve got to have it kind of thing.’?®

The majority of occasional consumers see the organic label as tainted by too much profiteering
which is seen as somehow out of line with their consumer expectations about the ideal counter-
culture aims and objectives of the organic movement. For example the realisation that organic
processed food may be just as unhealthy as conventional processed food appears to be in
opposition to expected and imagined values associated with what organic food should be.

‘T know people will buy organic because they just think it 