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To increase the sparse knowledge about what drives organic food consumers in

developing markets, Lebanese consumers' reasons and motives for buying organic

food are studied in the framework of means-end chain theory. A sample of N = 180

Lebanese consumers was interviewed in several retail outlets using a hard laddering

questionnaire. The data were subjected to frequency analysis, cluster analysis, and

structural equation modelling. Hierarchal value maps constructed from the laddering

interviews revealed that “quality of life,” “pleasure,” and “peace of mind” are the main

values driving organic food consumption in Lebanon. Frequent organic consumers

displayed higher concern for their family's health and for the environment, whereas

occasional organic consumers cared more about their own pleasure and were more

likely to perceive organic food as a traditional and nostalgic product. Structural equa-

tion modelling revealed that “care for nature” and “care for children's health” signifi-

cantly affect consumers' (self-reported) purchasing behaviour. The found means-end

chains are a useful basis for marketing campaigns for organic food products in the

Lebanese market. One focus of marketing campaigns should be raising consumers'

awareness on the environmental benefits of organic production and the fact that it

does not allow the use of harmful chemical products.

1 | INTRODUCTION

In response to global environmental and health concerns, consumers

are increasingly turning to alternative food products, such as organic

food, that address these issues. The global retail sales of organic food

and drink are continuously growing, reaching 97 billion US dollars in

2017 (Willer & Lernoud, 2019) and is expected to reach 320.5 billion

US dollars by 2025 (Grand View Research, 2017). Although 90 per-

cent of the organic market is currently concentrated in Europe and

North America, the market is growing in some parts of Asia, Latin

America, and Africa, reflecting growth in consumer interest in organic

products in these areas (Willer & Lernoud, 2019).

As organic food consumption is expanding in emerging economies,

the shortage of studies on why consumers buy organic in these mar-

kets becomes increasingly problematic. For example, in the south-east

Mediterranean region, the organic sector is primarily export-oriented

(Al-Bitar, 2014), except for Lebanon, where import is needed to satisfy

domestic demand (Atallah, 2010). So despite the fact that the local

organic sector in Lebanon is underdeveloped, its domestic organic

market is evolving rapidly. To be able to facilitate the development of

organic and other sustainable food markets in developing countries, it

seems useful to study countries where growth in organic consumption

is relatively high, such as Lebanon.

On this background, this research uses means-end chain (MEC)

theory and “laddering” interviews (Gutman, 1982) to gain insight into

the motivation of early adopters of organic food in Lebanon. The

MEC theory was proposed by Gutman (1982) to grasp the hierarchical

nature of human motivation and specifically how customers' salient

perceptions of choice alternatives are linked to their basic values,

mediated by salient consequences (i.e., costs and benefits) of the dif-

ferentiating product characteristics. Hence, a MEC is a cognitive

structure that captures the motives driving product preferences and

choices by linking salient product attributes with self-relevant conse-

quences of consuming the product and personal values. Laddering is

an interview technique developed to uncover the consumer's MECs

for a specific market offering, such as organic food.

In this study, we use laddering to examine how organic food is

perceived by early Lebanese adopters, which product attributes they
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perceive to differentiate organic food from conventional food, which

benefits they associate with these product attributes, and which per-

sonal values motivate their organic food choices. In this way, we are

able to map the motives driving Lebanese organic consumers. Addi-

tionally, we investigate which elements of the identified MECs have

the strongest influence on organic buying behaviour and how this

depends on the consumer's level of organic food consumption. The

identified consumer heterogeneity with regard to motivations to buy

organic food can be used as a means to segment the Lebanese organic

market and provide a basis for more focused and customer-oriented

marketing that responds to organic consumers' values and cognitive

structures.

To the best of our knowledge, this is the first application of MEC

theory and laddering interviews to explore the deeper motives and

values behind organic food consumption in an emerging organic mar-

ket, such as Lebanon. Lebanon shares a base of social, economic, cul-

tural, and food habits with other countries in the region but also

maintains its unique traditional elements that distinguish it. Both the

common and the unique qualities and food habits are expected to

affect how Lebanese consumers perceive novel types of food, includ-

ing more sustainable food such as organic food.

2 | BACKGROUND

2.1 | Literature review

MEC theory has been widely used in research on consumer motivation

regarding food consumption (Costa, Dekker, & Jongen, 2004; Kitsawad

& Guinard, 2014; Valette-Florence, Sirieix, Grunert, & Nielsen, 1999),

including a few studies of ethical (De Ferran & Grunert, 2007) and

organic food consumption (Grunert & Bech-Larsen, 2005; Thøgersen &

Bredahl, 2006). MEC applications in the organic food market started in

the early 2000s. Most of the published studies used the original, so-

called “soft” laddering technique for the data collection, whereas a few

used a “hard” laddering technique (Grunert & Grunert, 1995). Samples

of interviewees varied from 15 to 400 and were mostly gathered from

developed countries. The identified MEC applications in the organic

food market are presented in Table 1 together with information about

the method used, sample size, and country of survey.

It appears from these studies that consumers' means-end associa-

tions to organic food depend on the context, most importantly the level

of maturity of the organic market and by other country- or culture-spe-

cific factors, in addition to the organic consumer's commitment. The rev-

ealed associations may also be affected by the methods used, such as

the data collection technique, the sample size, and other factors. These

factors may affect which attributes are salient in the interview situation,

as well as the formation of the MECs leading to the final values.

A person's value priorities are generally considered the most sta-

ble and basic roots of human motivation, therefore important for

understanding behavioural motivation in the longer term (Krystallis,

Vassallo, Chryssohoidis, & Perrea, 2008). Individual human values are

rooted in culture, society, and personality (Rokeach, 1973). Thus, peo-

ple tend to agree more on their value priorities in the same country

than across countries (Baker et al., 2004). Overall, people are thought

to agree on the same, universal values across countries, but they pri-

oritize them differently (Schwartz, 1992, 1994).

The most frequently found values in the reviewed studies

(Table 1) are variants of security, hedonism, and universalism. They

TABLE 1 Studies of the organic food market using means-end chain theory

Author Methodology Sample Country

Chen, Lee, and Huang (2015) Genetic algorithm-based fuzzy association

mining rules

300 Taiwan

Kim (2014) Soft laddering 15 United States

Zagata (2014) Hard laddering 32 Czech Republic

Haas, Sterns, Meixner, Nyob, and Traar

(2013)

Soft laddering &word association technique 25 United States

Barrena and Sánchez (2010) Hard laddering 70 Spain

Thøgersen (2009) Hard laddering 206 Denmark

Thøgersen and Bredahl (2006) Soft laddering 400:100/

country

Germany, United Kingdom, Spain, and

Denmark

Roininen, Arvola, and Lähteenmäki

(2006)

Laddering & word association 30 Finland

Padel and Foster (2005) Focus groups & laddering 85 United Kingdom

Baker, Thompson, Engelken, and

Huntley (2004)

Soft laddering 32 Germany and United Kingdom

Naspetti and Zanoli (2004a) Soft laddering 104 Italy

Fotopoulos, Krystallis, and Ness (2003) Soft laddering 49 Greece

Zanoli and Naspetti (2002) Hard laddering 60 Italy

Makatouni (2002) Laddering 40 United Kingdom
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are more often related to the “self” than to the environment (Hansen,

Sørensen, & Eriksen, 2018; Zagata, 2014). Organic food is generally

perceived as a means to achieve better quality of life and well-being

(Baker et al., 2004; Fotopoulos et al., 2003; Haas et al., 2013; Kim,

2014; Naspetti & Zanoli, 2004b; Roininen et al., 2006; Zagata, 2012,

2014). In addition, values of security, harmony with the world, and

peace of mind are commonly found as motivators for organic food

choice in MEC studies. Although “life quality” is related to personal

pleasure and individual utility, it can also include maintaining adequate

environmental standards (Zagata, 2014), without which the quality of

life will probably decline. Thus “quality of life” can be a wide term cov-

ering all important aspects of life.

Security may include the values of safety, harmony, and stability

of relationships and of oneself (Aertsens, Verbeke, Mondelaers, & Van

Huylenbroeck, 2009). Health is linked with security and is often found

to be an important motive for purchasing organic food (Hughner,

McDonagh, Prothero, Shultz, & Stanton, 2007). Concern about health

risks is regularly present at all levels of cognitive structures (attributes,

consequences, and values) in consumers' hierarchal value maps (HVM;

Naspetti & Zanoli, 2004b). For example, a study by Haas et al. (2013)

in the United States found that the main value motivating preferences

for organic food was one's own and the family's security and well-

being and that personal health was associated with the health of the

environment. Family well-being was also found to be a key motivation

for Danish consumers and more so than for consumers in three other

European countries (Germany, Spain, and the UK) (Thøgersen &

Bredahl, 2006), along with “a long and healthy life” (Thøgersen, 2009).

Other studies found that “pleasure/happiness” is the most impor-

tant value motivating preferences for organic food. For example, a

study in the United States found that consumption of organic food

was mostly related to happiness, in addition to values of wisdom,

altruism, inner harmony, and quality of life (Kim, 2014). Pleasure was

also one of the motivating values identified in studies in a range of

European countries (Naspetti & Zanoli, 2004b; Padel & Foster, 2005;

Roininen et al., 2006), sometimes the most important, as for Italian

consumers, who particularly emphasize good and tasty food products

(Zanoli & Naspetti, 2002). Pleasure was also an ultimate value referred

to by Taiwanese consumers as basic motivation for eating organic rice

(Chen et al., 2015). A cross-national study in four European countries

(Germany, United Kingdom, Spain, and Denmark) revealed that Span-

ish consumers were more likely to associate organic consumption

with enjoyment, whereas Danish consumer associated it more with

happiness/inner harmony (Thøgersen & Bredahl, 2006). In another

study in Spain, it was found that pleasure was less important for regu-

lar than for occasional organic food consumers, who particularly

emphasize the sensory properties of organic food (Barrena &

Sánchez, 2010).

Concern for the environment and sustainability has been found to

be positively correlated with organic food consumption in numerous

studies. For instance, “living in accordance with nature” was among

the three main values motivating preferences for organic food rev-

ealed by a MEC study in the Czech Republic (Zagata, 2012), together

with “usefulness to humans” and “living a good quality of life”. Care

for the environment was likewise an important value according to

studies in Finland (Roininen et al., 2006), Denmark (Thøgersen, 2009;

Thøgersen & Bredahl, 2006), and Germany (Baker et al., 2004),

whereas sustainability was found to be positively associated with

organic purchase in studies in the United States (Haas et al., 2013)

and the United Kingdom (Padel & Foster, 2005; Thøgersen & Bredahl,

2006). However, there are exceptions, such as Baker et al. (2004),

who found that UK consumers made no connection between organic

food consumption and care for the environment. Studies also found

that self-transcendent values (i.e., universalism and benevolence) are

more important motivators of preferences for organic food for regular

than for occasional organic food consumers (Aertsens et al., 2009;

Padel & Foster, 2005; Zanoli & Naspetti, 2002; Zhou, Thøgersen,

Ruan, & Huang, 2013).

Closely related to environmental values is the care for animal wel-

fare. Animal welfare is not as often mentioned as a concern for the

environment in connection with organic food purchase. However, for

example in a study in the United Kingdom, animal welfare appeared,

along with environmental values, as a significant motive for choosing

organic (Makatouni, 2002). Also in a study in Finland, the MECs

included animal welfare, along with good taste and respect for nature

(Roininen et al., 2006).

Studies in the United Kingdom found that consumers' values

related to the environment and to animal welfare were associated

with health benefits as the most important motive for choosing

organic (Baker et al., 2004; Makatouni, 2002; Padel & Foster, 2005).

Further, a study in Spain found that regular organic consumers

emphasize health benefits more than occasional organic consumers

(Barrena & Sánchez, 2010).

Although most MEC studies are focused on developed organic

markets, developing and emerging markets are understudied, leaving a

need for studies that can help identify barriers and facilitators of an

organic market in these countries. In particular, there is a need for

studies investigating if consumers in emerging markets base their

choice of organic products on similar expected consequences and

values as in developed countries. For example, in the south-east Med-

iterranean region, there are similarities in the food culture, which can

be traced back to the influence of the Turkish culture and cuisine

(Guler, 2016), dominance of Arab ethnicity, and dominance of Islamic

practices and rules, similar climate (affecting available plants, herbs,

and animals), and vicinity to the Mediterranean Sea. Differences arise

between the north and the south of the Mediterranean due to

European influence on the northern Mediterranean food habits, eco-

nomic development, etc. Hence, despite sharing the “Mediterranean

diet”, different food models between the north and the south Medi-

terranean countries exists (Padilla, 2001; Ertaş ve Gezmen-Karada�g,

2013 as cited in: Guler, 2016). It is on this background that this article

presents the first study based on MEC theory and the laddering

method, relating organic food to perceived consequences and human

values, in the south-east Mediterranean region and in developing

countries in general. In this way, this research fills a gap of knowledge

on the connection between consuming organic and value priorities in

TLEIS ET AL. 3 of 14
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developing countries and specifically in the south-east Mediterranean

region.

2.2 | The case of Lebanon

Lebanon is a developing country, but its organic market is growing

much faster than in similar neighbouring countries. An organic market

has been established in Lebanon as a response to consumer demand

and is currently growing faster than local production. With no exact

figures available, it has been estimated that up to 70% of organic

products on the Lebanese market are imported (Atallah, 2010), which

is consistent with the fact that the organic sector in Lebanon is under-

developed, with a mere 1,353 ha of organic agricultural land in 2017,

only 0.2% of agricultural land (Willer & Lernoud, 2019). In recent

years, the sales of organic food has especially grown in big supermar-

kets chains, whose share of the organic market has passed 65%,

whereas in the initial phase (i.e., before 2007) the organic market was

dominated by farmers' markets and specialty shops (55% together)

(IMC, 2013). Now, organic food products are offered in organic shops,

almost all major supermarkets, two-weekly farmers' market in Beirut,

organic bakeries, onfarm, “health” shops, delicacy shops, fair-trade

shops, slow-food shops, a box scheme (The Healthy Basket), restau-

rants and cafes, catering agencies, and online delivery services.

2.3 | Research questions

Although people around the world share similar sets of values, value

priorities differ across countries. For example, compared with Europe,

harmony with nature and individual autonomy are prioritized less in

the south-east Mediterranean region (Schwartz, 2006). These differ-

ences in value priorities are expected to give rise to different associa-

tions and MECs for organic food in these different contexts. Value

priorities are among the factors shaping a country's unique economic,

cultural, culinary, social, and ethical background. This, combined with

the reviewed research, leads us to formulate the following research

questions:

RQ1: What are Lebanese organic food consumers' salient attributes,

consequences, and values related to organic food, and are they

similar to or different from what has been reported from other

parts of the world?

RQ2: To what extent do the consequences of buying organic food

and their associations with values differ between Lebanese

organic food consumers depending on their level commitment

to buy organic food?

RQ3: Which aspects of Lebanese organic food consumers' cognitive

associations to organic food have the strongest effects on their

buying behaviour?

By answering these questions, this research contributes to knowl-

edge on consumer motives and motivation to buy organic food by

investigating Lebanese consumers' cognitive associations and motives

regarding organic food. These insights are useful for marketers and

other key stakeholders as basis for effective marketing strategies for

the south-east Mediterranean region and more specifically for Leba-

non. Hence, it is an important practical goal of this research to support

the growing local organic market.

3 | METHODS

3.1 | Introduction

For this study, data were collected by means of a survey of 180

organic consumers – well above the minimum recommended for a

“hard laddering” sample (at least 45–50; Costa et al., 2004)—recruited

during November and December 2015 in three organic shops in Bei-

rut and a supermarket branch and an organic shop outside Beirut. The

choice of stores was based on a list of all organic food channels

acquired from the Ministry of Agriculture and through online search,

which showed a concentration of organic outlets in the capital and

very few in the rest of the country. Participants were screened for

being the main food shopper in the household. The sampling strategy

was based on the fact that, when interviewing consumers of products

with a low market share, like organic food in Lebanon and other

developing countries, the best place to locate and interview relevant

participants is outlets selling the product (Thøgersen & Zhou, 2012).

This obviously means that the sampling of participants depends on

the willingness of outlets managers to cooperate, in addition to the

willingness of potential participants to participants and the limited

resources for the study. The sampling resulted in a convenience sam-

ple, which is not a representative for the Lebanese population in gen-

eral. This is unavoidable given the limited access to people who

consume organic food in Lebanon and limited resources. However,

the sampling covered the geographical areas of Lebanon where

organic outlets are most prevalent and, hence, provided a broad sam-

ple of ordinary Lebanese organic food consumers belonging to the

segments that Rogers (2003) terms “innovators” and “early adopters.”

The sample had a majority of women (74%), reflecting a traditional

division of labour in Lebanese households with regard to food shop-

ping. Half of the sample is in the middle-aged range (52% are between

35–54 years old), an overwhelming majority has a university degree

(>90%), and a majority are financially well of (37% in the upper mid-

dle-income class and 33% in the high-income class range), reflecting

the level of understanding and economic means needed to buy

organic food in Lebanon. The details of the socio-demographical char-

acteristics of the sample are shown in Table 2.

3.2 | The Questionnaire

The questionnaire was organized in three sections: First, questions

about organic food consumption, then, laddering questions, linking

consequences and values to organic food products, and finally socio-

demographic characteristics, including gender, age, level of education,

and average family income.

Organic food buying and consumption behaviour was measured

by two items: (a) “How often do you buy organic food”, on a 3-point

4 of 14 TLEIS ET AL.
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scale with response categories: once or more a week; once or more a

month; and once or more a year. (b) “What is the percentage of

organic food you consume out of your total food consumption

(approximately),” on a 5-point scale with response categories ranging

from less than 10% to 100%. The two items are strongly correlated (r

= .77) and their combined scale has an excellent construct reliability

(Cronbach's alpha = .84).

Other descriptive aspects of the consumer's organic food shop-

ping were also included (measured by close-ended questions on: cate-

gories of organic food bought (seven items), heterogeneity of location

of organic food shopping (yes or no items), and distance of organic

shop from residence (3-point scale).

For the laddering section, we used the association pattern tech-

nique proposed by Ter Hofstede, Audenaert, Steenkamp, and Wedel

(1998), described as the “hardest” of hard laddering forms (Phillips &

Reynolds, 2009). The choice of hard laddering is based on several

advantages it offers over the soft laddering techniques, mainly that it

suitable for large samples, which traditional soft laddering is not (Ter

Hofstede et al., 1998). Hard laddering is less time consuming, thus

more convenient for consumers, reducing the risk of the quality of the

data being affected by respondent exhaustion and boredom

(Steenkamp and van Trijp, 1996). Hard laddering is also less demand-

ing on the setting (a soft laddering interview can take more than an

hour, which also makes it more demanding with regard to pre-

arrangements with people willing to do the interviews and incentives

to encourage participation). Finally, unlike soft laddering, hard

laddering does not require professional and trained interviewers

(Veludo-de-Oliveira et al., 2006).

The association pattern technique is an operationalization of the

MECs of consumers by means of a series of connected matrices (attri-

bute-consequence and consequence-value). An additional advantage

of this technique is that it is possible to create a HVM of participants'

MECs directly from the survey responses, eliminating the need to

record, transcribe, and code verbatim answers to open questions, as

in soft laddering (Phillips & Reynolds, 2009). Hence, it is more effec-

tive in terms of time and feasibility (Ter Hofstede et al., 1998).

The matrices used in the association pattern technique are repre-

sented in the form of two a priori lists (rows and columns). By asking

participants “Why is organic food important for you” they are

prompted to choose the three most important ones from the list of

attributes. Next, they are asked to specify which attributes (or conse-

quences) they consider leading to which consequences (or values).

Participants are allowed to choose more than one consequence for

each attribute and more than one value for each consequence, as they

would often do in a soft laddering interview (Russell et al., 2004). Rus-

sell et al. (2004) pointed out that it can be difficult for participants to

complete these matrices correctly on their own, something which in

the present study was confirmed in the pretesting. Therefore, the

questionnaires were completed by means of aided interviews.

The MEC matrices were based on an extensive literature review,

identifying the most important organic food attributes, consequences

of using organic products and life values of organic consumers. The

review included research uncovering MECs in the organic food market

(Barrena & Sánchez, 2010; Fotopoulos et al., 2003; Haas et al., 2013;

Naspetti & Zanoli, 2004b; Zanoli & Naspetti, 2002) in addition to

research investigating the importance of organic food attributes (Lee

& Yun, 2015; Pearson, Henryks, & Moffitt, 2007; Torjusen, Lieblein,

Wandel, & Francis, 2001). The literature review led to the identifica-

tion of 11 attributes, 25 consequences, and 16 values that were found

to be strongly related to organic food, summarized in Table 3.

The questionnaire was pretested with 15 consumers, resulting in

few structural modifications. Because interviewees found the list too

long and in some places overlapping in meaning, the matrixes were

simplified and the number of attributes, consequences, and values

was reduced, merging similar choices and keeping the ones most com-

monly mentioned in literature. More specifically, the number of attri-

butes was reduced to seven, consequences to nine, and values to

eight. The seven concrete and abstract attributes, four functional and

five psychological consequences, and four instrumental and four ter-

minal values included in the final questionnaire are shown in Table 4.

3.3 | Statistical analyses

All the “ladders” or MECs made by participants were extracted by

means of a descriptive analysis. Then, the structural implication matrix

was created, quantifying how many mentioned relationships between

specific attributes, consequences, and values. The cut-off level (i.e.

the number of links to keep on the HVM) at each of the abstraction

levels was determined using the “top-down ranking” procedure, origi-

nally proposed by Leppard, Russell, and Cox (2004), meaning that only

the most frequent linkages between different levels of abstraction are

included in the HVM. After specifying the cut-off level, a HVM was

created from the structural implication matrix (Reynolds &

Gutman, 1988).

K-means cluster analysis was used to identify meaningful seg-

ments in the sample based on behavioural and socio-demographic

characteristics: age, gender, education level, income level, frequency

TABLE 2 Socio-demographic characteristics of the whole
sample (N:80)

Socio-demographic characteristic Total sample (%) N:180

Sex Female 74

Male 26

Age (years) 18–34 29

35–54 52

>55 19

Education level School degree 6

University degree 67

Higher studies:

Ms./PhD

27

Household income

class

Low-income class 1.1

Lower middle class 28.9

Upper middle class 37.2

High-income class 32.8
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of consuming organic products, categories of organic products pur-

chased, the percentage of organic products out of total food con-

sumed, and distance from the residence to the place of buying organic

products.

In order to identify which attributes, consequences, and/or values

have the strongest influence on the consumer's organic purchase

behaviour, confirmatory factor analyses (CFA), and structural equation

modelling (SEM) was carried out using analysis of a moment struc-

tures 24 (Arbuckle & Wothke, 2006). In CFA and SEM, it is analysed if

the suggested model gives an acceptable representation of the data

by comparing the observed and the implied sample variance-covari-

ance matrix (Bagozzi & Yi, 2012). Organic buying behaviour was

operationalized as a latent variable, reflected in the two items: “fre-

quency of consumption of organic food” and “share of organic out of

total food purchased”. This variable was correlated with (in the CFA)

and regressed on (in the SEM) the attributes, consequences, and

values, coded as dummy variables (Thøgersen, 2009). A stepwise pro-

cedure was applied to reduce the complexity of the model and the

“noise” from redundant variables. First, CFA was performed to investi-

gate the bivariate correlations between behaviour and each attribute,

consequence and value. Next, all attributes, consequences, and values

that were found to be significantly correlated with behaviour (p < .05)

were included in a SEM.

4 | RESULTS

4.1 | Cluster analysis

The cluster analysis yielded two meaningful clusters. The choice of

clusters was based on calculating different cluster solutions (two to

five clusters) and then choosing the solution with the best variability

and the most stable model (Aslihan Nasir & Karakaya, 2014; Nie &

Zepeda, 2011). The k = 2 solution gave a clear cut between the seg-

ments with a good sample distribution. The final cluster centres that

represent the means of each variable are shown in Table 5. The first/

TABLE 3 The most common attributes, consequences, and values found in literature related to organic food

Attribute Consequence Value

Taste

Certified organic seal

Label information

Outward appearance

Geographical origin

Freshness

Nutritional value

Quality

Healthy and no chemicals

Good for the environment/the planet

Supporting organic farming

Nutritious

Regulates my health and that of my family

Provides happiness and satisfaction

A sense of doing the right thing

Enjoy the taste

Enjoyed by the whole family

Good value for money

Good eating habits

Practical/convenient

Avoid stress/worries

Fewer intakes of harmful substances

Purity-no chemicals

Brings back memories

Keep one's identity

Helping to protect the environment

Helping to sustain local agriculture

Creates no waste

Value of tradition

Ethical production

Control-attention

Confidence

Brand name value loyalty

Genuine product

Distinctiveness-innovativeness

Quality product

Well-being

Health

Peace of mind and self-respect

Vitality

Organized life

Respected by others

History-self-knowledge

Internal calm

Social belonging

Happiness

Internal balance

Quality of life

Country support

Environmental health.

Ecology, harmony with the universe, and

sustainable future

Psychological satisfaction

TABLE 4 The list of attributes, consequences, and values used in
the hard laddering

Attribute Consequence Value

Concrete A.

A1: Good taste

A7: Similar to

traditional food

(baladi)

Functional C.

C1: To prevent or

treat illness

C2: Support local

farmers

C6: Support animal

welfare

C7: Protect the

environment

Instrumental V.

V1: Provides

pleasure

V2: I support my

country

V5: My family is

safe and healthy

V8: The

environment is

respected

Abstract A.

A2: Respect for

nature

A3: Nutritional value

A4: Health guarantee

A5: Trustworthy

A6: Less or no

pesticides

Psychological C.

C8: Have good

eating habits

C5: My children

stay healthy

C4: I stay healthy

C3: Nostalgic to

childhood food

C9: Make me happy

and satisfied

Terminal V.

V6: Better quality of

life

V3: Peace of mind

V4: I belong to

society

V8: A sustainable

future
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second cluster makes up 41%/59% of the sample. The t tests revealed

significant differences (p < .05) of the means of all variables between

the two clusters, confirming the validity of the clustering carried out.

It appears that the level of organic consumption is the most dis-

tinguishing aspect between the two groups. Cluster 1 (N:74) consisted

of consumers who purchase organic products more often (once or

more per week), thus labelled as “frequent” organic food consumers.

The second cluster (N:106) included consumers that purchase organic

products less frequently, therefore named the “occasional” organic

consumers.

In the frequent cluster, a large majority of 90% declared that they

buy one or more organic product(s) on at least a weekly basis, in con-

trast to 20% in the “occasional” cluster. Occasional organic consumers

are mostly monthly (49%) or yearly (31%) purchasers of organic food.

Reflecting this, 42% of the frequent consumers said that around half

of their food is organic, and 46% said more than 60% of their food is

organic. Among the occasional organic consumers, 41% said that

organic food constitutes 10% of their overall food purchase, whereas

49% said that organic is 10–40% of their food purchases.

Few differences in socio-demographical traits stand out when

comparing the two groups. First, the frequent cluster has a higher pro-

portion of female respondents (88%) than the occasional cluster

(64%). Of the occasional cluster, 39% are younger consumers in the

age range of 18–34 years old, whereas the frequent cluster only had

15% in this age range. As for the income level, the biggest proportion

of the occasional cluster (42%) has a lower middle income, whereas

the biggest proportion of the frequent cluster (55%) is in the higher

income class.

4.2 | The MEC analysis

From the 180 interviews, a total of 1,361 complete and incomplete

MECs were obtained starting from the three attributes that were

most important to each participant. For the frequent cluster, the cut-

off level chosen at the two abstraction levels is the top four most fre-

quent links, and for the occasional cluster, it is the top five most fre-

quent links, according to the top-down ranking procedure.

The HVMs for the two consumer groups are displayed in Figures 1

and 2, showing only the most common MECs (i.e., those above the

cut-off level). The HVMs are set-up according to the suggestions of

Gengler, Klenosky, and Mulvey (1995) and are keyed in the following

manner:

• The size of each node reflects the percentage of occurrences of a

certain node among all other nodes within the level of abstraction

(attribute, consequence, or value).

• The actual percentage is indicated in each node.

• The thickness of each line reflects the strength of the connection

between nodes (in terms of times mentioned).

• The percentage conveyed next to each line reflects the number of

occurrences of a particular link out of the total number of links

emanating from that node.

In addition to the key consequences and values that motivate con-

sumers, the maps show how connections are made between salient

product attributes and these motives. Reflecting that participants in

the two groups evaluate the same products and come from the same

culture and context, their HVMs are similar in most respects, sharing

most attributes, consequences, and values. Notably, the two groups

share a common conviction about the safety of organic food, relating

it to improved quality of life. This is seen through the MEC: “less or no

pesticides –> prevent or treat illness –> better quality of life”, present

in both of the HVMs. However, the two groups differ in a few MECs,

which reflect that frequent and occasional organic consumers in Leba-

non conceive organic food somewhat differently and have to some

extent different motives to buy organic food. For example, although

the relationship between food and health seems to be of high impor-

tance to both groups, it is expressed in different ways. The MECs:

TABLE 5 The final cluster centres and differences in their profiles

Variable

Final cluster centre

Cluster 1: Frequent organic consumers Cluster 2: Occasional organic consumers t tests p

Frequency of consumption 2.91 1.89 13.258 <.001

Percentage of consumption 3.46 1.70 17.266 <.001

Sum of organic products 4.89 2.33 18.265 <.001

Place of interview 2.55 2.08 3.675 <.001

Distance of shop from home 2.64 2.28 3.918 <.001

Educational level 2.43 2.05 4.839 <.001

Age 3.54 3.18 1.988 .048

Gender 1.88 1.64 3.919 <.001

Income 3.46 2.71 6.819 <.001

Note. The variable “sum of organic products” designates the number of “organic food categories” that are selected by respondents as the usually purchased

items.
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“Health guarantee –> my children stay healthy –> better quality of

life” and “health guarantee –> my children stay healthy –> family is

protected” are the most frequent for the frequent group, whereas the

MECs: “Health guarantee –> healthy for me –> better quality of life”

and “health guarantee –> healthy for me –> peace of mind” are more

frequent for the occasional group. The main difference lies in the con-

sequences chosen, as the frequent group chose more often “family

health” as a juncture in their chains in contrast to the occasional group

who chose “own health” more often. The nutritional value of organic

food is also considered a valuable attribute in both groups, but the

occasional group link it to personal health consequences more often.

In addition to the health motivation, occasional organic consumers

are particularly motivated by personal satisfaction, that is, they

emphasize that the product needs to be tasty as well as healthy,

where one of their important end-values driving organic buying is

pleasure. This is reflected in a MEC that is unique to this group: “Simi-

lar to baladi –> nostalgic to childhood food –> provides pleasure” and

in having the attribute “good taste” as the fourth most frequent attri-

bute. Baladi is an Arabic word used by the locals, referring to any type

of local food that is farmed, handled, and processed in a “traditional”

way, which appears to be a reference point for some Lebanese con-

sumers when thinking about organic food.

Another difference is the chain “respect for nature –> protect the

environment”, which is only found in the HVM of the frequent con-

sumers, showing the importance they relate to the environmentally

friendly aspect of organic food. Environmental concern is not coupled

with a value at the chosen cut-off level, perhaps because environmen-

tal protection is considered a value in its own right. “Trust” in the

organic products is an important feature for the “frequent” group as

well, being the third most frequently mentioned attribute by this

group.

4.3 | Structural equation modelling

The CFA is used to reveal significant bivariate relationships between

organic buying behaviour and salient attributes, consequences, and

values. The key results are shown in Table 6. It appears that only one

attribute, three consequences, and no values are significantly

F IGURE 1 The hierarchal value maps
of Cluster 1 - Frequent organic consumers
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correlated with organic buying at the 5% level. The attribute that is

significantly correlated with buying behaviour is A2 (Respect for

nature, r = .25, p < .01). The three consequences that are significantly

correlated with behaviour are C4 (I stay healthy, r = −.23, p < .01), C5

(My children stay healthy, r = .23, p < .01), and C7 (Protect the envi-

ronment, r = .18, p < .05).

When including the attributes and consequences that are signifi-

cantly related to behaviour according to the CFA as predictors of

behaviour in a multivariate SEM, it appears that several of them are

not significant when controlling for the others. Hence, several of

these predictor variables appear to capture overlapping motivations.

This is not unexpected, given their hierarchical nature, which means

that some of them affect behaviour in an indirect way, mediated

through other included variables, or they are redundant. Therefore,

the SEM model was purified using a “backward” stepwise approach,

that is, by deleting nonsignificant, redundant, and predictors one at

the time, in the order of their partial relationship with behaviour (from

weakest to strongest).

After the “purification”, only two predictors remained significant

at the 5% level: Respect for Nature (A2) and My children stay healthy

(C5). These two predictors account for 10.7% (R2) of the variance in

the participants' organic buying behaviour. The key results of the final

model are shown in Table 7 and the final model is shown in Figure 3.

5 | DISCUSSION

Most prior research has found that organic food consumption is moti-

vated by what Schwartz (1994) labelled as “universalism” values,

defined as the “understanding, appreciation, tolerance, and protection

for the welfare of all people and for nature” (Thøgersen, de Barcellos,

Perin, & Zhou, 2015; Thøgersen, Zhou, & Huang, 2016). However, in

less economically developed countries, such as China and Brazil,

organic food was found to be less strongly founded in value priorities

than in developed countries (Thøgersen et al., 2015). The same is

reflected in this study, where it is found that organic food consump-

tion is, in general, more related to personal than to social motives.

However, it is also revealed that the Lebanese consumers that are

most committed to buying organic food emphasize the aspect of

protecting the environment, to some extent.

However, the values motivating the consumption of organic food

among this sample of Lebanese consumers, as revealed by their

F IGURE 2 The hierarchal value maps
of Cluster 2 - Occasional organic
consumers
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dominant MECs, are of a self-oriented nature, rather than belonging

to the universalism sphere. This can be attributed to the specific cul-

tural characteristics of Lebanon and its difference from the countries

where universalism values are most important. It has been suggested

that consumers in societies high on individualism and assertiveness

are more motivated by their own well-being, leading to an emphasis

on, for example, health or taste, whereas consumers in societies low

on individualism and assertiveness are more motivated by societal

well-being, which might lead to environmental protection and society

development being emphasized more (First & Brozina, 2009). Lebanon

belongs to a class of countries whose cultural values do not empha-

size individualism and assertiveness (Schwartz, 2006), but still, Leba-

nese consumers seem not primarily motivated by societal well-being

when evaluating organic food. Hence, the results of this research

questions suggestions that more collectivistic cultural values necessar-

ily translate into greater concern for the common good in everyday

shopping. A possible reason is that the basic socio-economic context

of Lebanon dominates consumers' perceptions of sustainable solu-

tions, such as organic foods, including the lack of focus on environ-

mental problems in the Lebanese society in general and specifically

information on the environmental aspects of organic production, lack

of a clear and trustworthy certification and labelling of organic food,

and the (un)affordability of organic food.

A great deal of similarity was revealed between the HVMs of the

two consumer groups being differentially committed to organic food.

That quality of life is the most influential value motivating organic

consumers and was also regularly found in research carried out in eco-

nomically more developed countries (Baker et al., 2004; Fotopoulos et

al., 2003; Haas et al., 2013; Kim, 2014; Naspetti & Zanoli, 2004b;

Roininen et al., 2006; Zagata, 2012, 2014). Often connected to the

superior anticipated taste of organic food and hedonism, pleasure is

the second most mentioned value for the occasional organic con-

sumers. This value was also found to be an important motivator for

organic consumers in other studies (Naspetti & Zanoli, 2004b; Padel &

Foster, 2005; Roininen et al., 2006). In this study, occasional organic

consumers tend to relate organic food to pleasure more than frequent

organic consumers do.

The HVMs reveal that health consequences are key motivating

factors for both groups. Differences lie in an emphasis on personal

health among the occasional organic consumers and on family or chil-

dren health among the frequent organic consumers. This can be

related to the finding that there is a higher tendency for consumers

belonging to families with children to buy organic products (Aertsens

et al., 2009; Hughner et al., 2007; Makatouni, 2002). The structural

equation modelling results confirmed that children's health, in addition

to care for nature, makes more difference than anything else in the

HVMs for how consistent Lebanese organic consumers buy

organic food.

A relatively stronger environmental concern was observed among

frequent consumers than among occasional organic consumers, imply-

ing a more conscious and educated food choice with more invested

consumers. This was evident through the MEC “Concern for nature –

> protect the environment” found in the HVM of frequent organic

TABLE 7 Final structural model predicting organic buying
behaviour

Parameter

Regression weight
Standardized
regression
weightEstimate

Critical
ratio (CR) p

A2: Respect for

nature

.355 2.927 .003 .243

C5: Care for

children's

health

.268 2.638 .008 .214

R2 10.7

Note: Only the structural model is reported. The measurement model can

be acquired from the first author. Chi-square = .369, 1 df, p = .543, CFI =

1, RMSEA = .000.

TABLE 6 Correlations between organic buying behaviour and
attributes, consequences, and values based on confirmatory factor
analyses

Correlation p

A1 −.078 .326

A2 .246 .006

A3 −.116 .150

A4 .085 .286

A5 .024 .754

A6 −.024 .759

A7 −.094 .239

C1 −.098 .228

C2 .020 .799

C3 −.107 .186

C4 −.232 .006

C5 .227 .007

C7 .181 .030

C8 .048 .547

C9 −.091 .262

V1 −.040 .592

V2 .077 .305

V3 .075 .320

V4 .029 .698

V5 .096 .200

V6 −.036 .632

V7 .026 .724

V8 .045 .548

Note. Model fit: CFA—attributes: Chi-square = 10.701, 6 df, p = .098 CFI =

.98, RMSEA = .1;

CFA—consequences: Chi-square = 4.584, 7 df, p = .711 CFI = 1, RMSEA

= .000;

CFA—values (the error variance of one of the two manifest variables for

behaviour was negative and not significantly different from 0 and was

hence set to 0). Chi-square = 11.508, 9 df, p = .242 CFI = .991, RMSEA

= .039.
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food consumers. Similar findings in other countries were reported by

Zanoli and Naspetti (2002) and Padel and Foster (2005). The impor-

tance of this factor for buying behaviour was further confirmed in the

results of the SEM.

The CFA and SEM revealed that few of the identified attributes,

consequences, or values are significantly related to how consistently

Lebanese organic consumers buy organic. According to the SEM, con-

cern for nature is the most important factor influencing organic food

consumption in Lebanon. This suggests that concern for nature is

more imperative for organic food consumption in Lebanon than it

appears from the HVMs. Concern for nature is commonly found to be

coupled with organic food consumption in developed markets (Haas

et al., 2013; Padel & Foster, 2005; Zagata & Lostak, 2012; Zanoli &

Naspetti, 2002) but was not identified before as a key motivation in

the Lebanese organic market (Tleis, Callieris, & Roma, 2017). Hence,

this finding is the first indication of a relative prominence of the envi-

ronmental considerations dimension in the food choices of an impor-

tant and committed segment of organic food consumers, suggesting a

possible direction for the emergence of the organic market in

Lebanon.

The MEC “Similar to baladi –> nostalgic –> pleasure” was evident

on the HVM of the occasional organic consumers. The concept of

nostalgic and similarity to baladi food reflects the perception of

organic production as a traditional way of producing food. Other stud-

ies have found this association to be strong in the Lebanese con-

sumers' perception of organic food (Pugliese, Zanasi, Atallah, &

Cosimo, 2013; Tleis et al., 2017) and in other emerging markets as

well. One study found that organic in Brazil and China is perceived as

traditional and safe and that organic products are linked with family-

farms, and “natural” (pesticide-free) production (Thøgersen et al.,

2015). Closely related is “nostalgia”, linked with the attempt of occa-

sional organic consumers to find food that is similar to their “child-

hood food” or food they have eaten in the villages, which they

perceive as “tastier”. The theme of nostalgia was discussed by

Hughner et al. (2007) as one among nine themes on organic consumer

purchasing motives, but it has not commonly been associated with

organic in the literature. Nonetheless, nostalgia appeals are exten-

sively used in the marketing of organic food products (Adamoli, 2015).

5.1 | Limitations

Like all other empirical studies, this one has limitations, and the most

prominent one being that it is based on a relatively small convenience

sample and therefore cannot claim to be representative of the Leba-

nese population. This is partly due to focusing on the relatively small

“niche” of early adopters of organic food, partly that the recruitment

of participants was restricted to organic outlets, which are concen-

trated in the capital, and that preacquired approval from the store

manager had to be obtained. Hence, future studies should attempt to

confirm our key findings using larger and more widespread samples.

Also, despite the time and resources efficiency of the chosen hard

laddering approach, the cognitive effort and the subsequent

requested involvement of respondents might lead to more superficial

responses. In this method, respondents are asked to “recognize”

rather than “recall” personally meaningful associations (Phillips &

Reynolds, 2009). Hence, it would be useful to supplement this study

with a smaller-scale soft laddering study, to investigate whether key

results can be replicated using a less constrained method. Similar

research should be carried out in other emerging organic markets to

evaluate whether consumers in those countries are motivated by simi-

lar sets of cognitive connections to organic food and to investigate

the generality of the findings across countries. It would also be useful

for marketing campaigns if future research estimate the size of the

organic market and changes over time, including the percentage of

people buying organic to different degrees.

5.2 | Managerial implications

As revealed by this study, actions of consumers in the market are

affected by their perceptions of the products, the perceived outcomes

of buying them and the value system they possess. Similar values are

held by occasional and frequent organic consumers in Lebanon, but

their cognitive associations regarding organic food differ. Hence, the

marketing positioning needs to be based not only on the product's

attributes but also on the benefits and/or values that consumers per-

ceive are satisfied when buying these products. The values-based

approach to market organic food products by linking them to the con-

cerns of consumers is sometimes referred to as “cause marketing”

(Holley & Borgstrom, 2000). Cause marketing has been found to be an

effective element in the marketing process as a means of adding value

to the product (Wymer & Samu, 2009). It has also proven effective in

a developing country when linking new food products with important

values (Shree, Gupta, & Sagar, 2017).

The insights obtained in this study are valuable for both private-

and public-sector campaigners, allowing them to design and imple-

ment marketing and communication strategies promoting the globally

F IGURE 3 The final structural model
predicting organic purchase behaviour
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most successful type of “sustainable” food, organic food, among early

adopters in an emerging market. By facilitating the promotion of

organic products, these insights are also important for the develop-

ment of support strategies for the local organic production movement

and local farmers and producers of organic products.

For example, emphasizing the common methods and similarity of

organic production to traditional farming could be a useful means to

attract occasional and new organic consumers. On the other hand,

effective marketing tools aimed at frequent organic consumers should

emphasize the positive effect of organic production method on the

environment and linking organic food to families' health and well-

being. Special focus should be on the environmentally friendly aspect

of organic, as it builds on the basic differentiating characteristics of

organic production. The fact that organic regulations ban the use of

chemical substances (e.g., as fertilizers and pesticides) should be

emphasized as an incentive to promote organic, addressing concerns

that are important to both occasional and frequent organic food

consumers.

Note that, at this point, government involvement is almost absent

in the field of organic production and distribution in Lebanon. To this

date, the organic law proposal is still trapped in the parliament with-

out being approved. There is a small office for organic farming in the

Ministry of Agriculture that works on collecting data on the status of

organic production (provided to FiBL for the global statistics published

yearly) and offering occasional support to farmers by form of in-kind

aids. The regulation of organic production, certification, control, and

communication should be improved and include a holistic plan for

supporting the sector.
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