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Abstract 
The rise of sustainable food products in Germany highlights the desire of German consumers for food 
which was produced with respect to the three themes of sustainability, the environment, animal welfare 
and social aspects. Despite this development, previous research showed, that labels and claims used at 
the POS to promote sustainable food products, cause difficulties for consumers such as distrust or 
consumer confusion when searching and evaluating these products.  
 
The purpose of this thesis is to examine whether the German supermarket and discounter customers are 
able to understand sustainable information at the POS and consequently identify sustainable food 
products. In order to examine this, a qualitative approach was chosen where nine semi-structured 
interviews with German consumers were conducted. The interviews contained an experimental part, 
where the consumers’ search and evaluation processes were tested. 
 
The results of this thesis show that difficulties in identifying sustainable food products exist in terms of 
trustworthiness of the information provided on the products especially in case of brand names and 
unknown sustainability labels. Furthermore, spin-off effects between sustainable products and less 
sustainable, conventional products were observed, where a positive evaluation of a sustainable product, 
negatively affected the evaluation of another product. Next to these difficulties, motivational conflicts were 
found to be a major obstacle for consumers when evaluating sustainable products. 
 
These findings implicate that manufactures and retailers need to carefully choose which and how they 
present sustainable information at the POS, as this is decisive for the successful search and evaluation 
process of their customers. 
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1. Introduction 
The first chapter is going to give an overview of the thesis topic as well as introduce the problem 

statement in more detail before presenting the research questions, the purpose, the 

demarcations and a brief disposition what the following chapters will be about. 

 

1.1 Background 

The food sector is not only one of the most important sectors in people's lives, as it serves the 

basic needs of each individual (Maslow, 1943), it furthermore accounts for over one third of 

the world’s CO2 emissions (IPCC, 2019). This not only underlines the relevance of 

sustainability in the food sector, but a study by Sidali, Spiller and von Meyer-Hof (2016) on 

consumer’s expectations regarding sustainable food found that people both in industrialized 

and emerging economies are increasingly seeking to eat more consciously in order to live 

healthier, which is often associated by them with the consumption of sustainable food products.  

A recent study among German grocery shoppers has shown that, 52% are interested in 

sustainability and attach value to it at the Point-of-Sale (POS), as the place where a consumer 

buying decision is performed (Immenroth, Burs & Baschour, 2019).  
  

"As consumers we have so much power to change the world by just being careful  

in what we buy." - Emma Watson (2011) 

 

This quote highlights the importance, that everyone can contribute to make a difference in the 

long run towards more sustainability in regard to the environment, animals and to social 

aspects, which begins with each individual which a study on consumers’ attitude toward 

sustainable food products published by Seo, Ahn, Jeong & Moon in 2016 stated.  

The food sector, as one of the most important sectors in people’s lives, seems to be 

increasingly coping with changes in the consumer's daily lives and has been working towards 

offering consumers more sustainable food alternatives for years which often increase value for 

consumers, due to the fact that they are often healthier than conventional food products (Friel, 

Barosh & Lawrence, 2014). As a consequence, more and more consumers are proactively 

looking for sustainable food products at the POS (Reints, 2019). In fact, in a country like 

Germany where 70,59 million inhabitants are doing grocery shopping, 47,53 millions of those 

are trying to focus on regional products as they believe that these are more sustainable and 

26,45 million shoppers stated that they are paying attention to labels and claims (Loose, 

Spearman & Gewiese, 2019). Labels can be defined as graphic labels proving that the product 
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has been certified as sustainable according to standards created by a certifying agency (Weiß 

& Weiss, 2008), and claims, as statements which state sustainability in written form and do not 

necessarily need to be certified to sustainable standards (Chen & Chang, 2013). When looking 

at the shopping behavior of German consumers, it seems that there is an emerging pressure 

from the consumers to the retailers and manufacturers to offer more sustainable products, which 

shows a partial success of sustainable rethinking reflected in the German population. An article 

in the German business magazine “Wirtschaftswoche” confirms this development by stating 

that more and more German consumers want their food not only to taste well but also to be 

healthy and sustainable and therefore put pressure on brands and retailers (Wirtschaftswoche, 

2019). In Germany, which is the largest economy in the EU (Eurostat, 2017) and being 

described as discounter nation (Steenkamp & Sloot, 2018), the overall sales of sustainable 

products have risen considerably in the last five years and are expected to increase by over 10% 

in the next five years until 2024 (International Trade Centre & European Commission, 2019). 

Particularly in the food sector, the sales of sustainable food in supermarkets and discounters 

have already increased by 18.3% from 2016 to 2017 (International Trade Centre & European 

Commission, 2019). Due to its long lasting discount heritage originating from the creation of 

today’s global hard discount giants Aldi and Lidl with a market share of almost 40% (Kolf, 

2019) the German market with its various major players in the discount and supermarket sector 

is interesting to focus on, wherefore researchers like Buerke (2016) studied sustainable 

information in regard to food at the POS, in regard to the German market. 

When addressing sustainability in regard to food, three major themes exist, which can be 

defined as the environment, animal welfare and social aspects (Seo et al., 2016). These three 

themes each contain different sustainable dimensions, which are being indicated to the 

consumer for example through labels and claims on food products to promote their 

sustainability (Weiß & Weiss, 2008). These dimensions of sustainability will be presented in 

the following paragraphs. 

Dimensions of sustainability which consider the environment are organically and 

ecologically farmed and produced food products, which relate to the avoidance of any chemical 

substances such as fertilizers or pesticides as well as farming without the use of genetically 

modified organisms (GMO’s) (Anastasiou et al., 2017; Brochado, Teiga & Oliveira‐Brochado, 

2017; Seo et al., 2016). In the case of ecologically farmed food products, the minimization of 

waste production and the recycling of the waste is an additional focus (Brochado et al., 2017). 

Closely related to this is the aspect of locally produced food contrary to imported food, as the 
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transportation of imported food is seen as harmful to the environment (Hughner, McDonagh, 

Prothero, Shultz & Stanton, 2007). For locally produced food, the CO2 emissions during the 

transport process can be reduced due to the reduction in food miles, describing the distance 

from the producer to the consumer’s plate (McEachern, Warnaby, Carrigan & Szmigin, 2010). 

Additionally, the packaging of food products has also been identified as cause of pollution, 

therefore the usage of eco-friendly packaging, made out of recyclable materials (Seo et al., 

2016) is another dimension of environmental sustainability.  

Animal welfare, as the second of the three major themes with regard to sustainable food 

includes the dimensions of the living condition as well as health conditions of the animals 

(Harper & Makatouni, 2002). A prominent example of living conditions which fall under this 

theme are eggs, from chickens which live on a free-range area, compared to caged chickens 

(Harper & Makatouni, 2002).  

The third major theme, social aspects, concerns the dimensions of the working conditions of 

the farmers, fair prices for their products as well as commitments from the buyers of these 

products to ensure security for the farmers in developing countries (Verain, Dagevos & 

Antonides, 2012). Thus, these dimensions are not directly connected to the product but to its 

surrounding conditions. The support and protection of local, domestic producers is another 

dimension which falls under this theme of social aspects (McEachern et al., 2010). 

All these introduced dimensions have corresponding certification labels, which signal a 

products’ sustainable dimension to consumers, sometimes in combination with claims which 

offer further information, wherefore the consumers can use these as guidance during the 

information search process at the POS (Hughner et al., 2007). 

For the scope of this thesis, food products that are offered to consumers and entail one or 

more dimensions of sustainability, signaled through labels or claims on the product itself or at 

the POS will be defined as sustainable food products.  

 

1.2 Problematization 

The rise of sustainable food products sold at the POS in supermarkets and discounters stated 

by Clonan, Holdsworth, Swift & Wilson (2010) in their research on British consumer priorities 

for sustainable food purchases as well as the previously presented data of the International 

Trade Centre and European Commission (2019) underlines the demand and therefore the 

importance of sustainability from the consumers’ perspective. By choosing sustainable food 

products, consumers actively demonstrate their responsibility towards sustainability (Seo et al., 
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2016) and their belief to consume food more consciously in respect to the introduced themes 

of sustainability rather than buying conventional food which Brochado et al. (2017) stated in 

their research on the ecological conscious consumer behavior. Corresponding to the three 

themes of sustainability, the consumers motivations to consider sustainable products for their 

purchase differ among others, from health motivations, to respecting the environment or 

supporting local businesses as Hughner et al. (2007) stated. These motivations are relevant for 

the consumer’s search process, as they indicate the type of sustainable information the 

consumer is looking for at the POS.  

When it comes to purchasing sustainable food products at the POS, these groceries are 

commonly marked with labels and claims regarding their sustainable dimensions in order to 

help the consumer to identify them (Hoogland, de Boer & Boersema, 2007). Furthermore, it 

was found that sustainability labels and claims on products are, from the consumers point of 

view, signs of trust regarding the product’s value or safety, wherefore they are important to 

consider when considering sustainable products (Seo et al., 2016). 

In Germany, nearly 30 different food labels exist which are highlighting different 

dimensions of sustainability (Weiß & Weiss, 2008; Zühlsdorf, Spiller, Gauly & Kühl, 2016). 

Thus, the amount of sustainable information on the product itself is already high, wherefore it 

remains questionable whether the consumer is able to identify sustainable food products or if 

the presence of both sustainability labels and on-package claims lead to an information overload 

and a so-called consumer confusion (Buerke, 2016). Furthermore, there is also the aspect of 

insufficient information, which as well can lead to a consumer confusion, where the consumer 

is not able to understand the presented information (Buerke, 2016).  

This assumption is supported by previous research which stated that in Germany (Karstens 

& Belz, 2006) but also globally (Hoogland et al., 2007; Hu, Batte, Woods & Ernst, 2012; Kim, 

Suwunnamek & Toyoda, 2008; Sirieix, Delanchy, Remaud, Zepeda & Gurviez, 2013) there 

exist challenges in identifying sustainable food at the POS, where consumers had difficulties 

to understand the labels and claims of sustainability (Sirieix et al., 2013) or needed further 

information in order to understand them (Hu et al., 2012). These challenges are of high 

relevance for the success of sustainable food, because for a sustainable food product to end up 

in the grocery cart, it needs to be regarded and identified as such, wherefore the information at 

the POS need to guide the consumer into making a sustainable choice.  

The results of an experiment conducted with Dutch supermarket customers on the 

recognition of sustainable food products showed, that a label alone, without additional 
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information, was found to “not play the role of a well-understood shopping aid“ (Hoogland et 

al., 2007, p. 55). However, the study found that a label combined with claims in regard to 

environmental issues or safety aspects did play a role for the customers, which might show that 

the customers sometimes is not able to process sustainable information, wherefore additional 

information e.g. in form of claims are needed by customers to identify sustainable food products 

(Hoogland et al., 2007). As a result of this different presentation of sustainability information 

on food products, it can be stated that the recognition of these at the POS has a high relevance 

for the field of consumer behavior. Therefore, the POS, where the retailers supply, meets the 

consumers demand, can be considered as an important research object and underlines the 

importance of the retailers and manufacturers to inform about sustainability on the product 

itself or at the POS in form of price tags or posters (Buerke, 2016). Additionally, these presented 

challenges of consumers to identify and assess sustainable information at the POS mark the 

relevance to examine how consumers do process this information at the POS.  

In this context, retailers are not only important because they provide the POS, where the 

final purchase of sustainable or conventional products takes place, but also because retailers 

have the opportunity to decide on the products they are offering and therefore can and are 

editing the choice of the consumers (Gunn & Mont, 2014). Saber and Weber (2019a) stated 

that retailers can be seen “as gatekeepers to both ensure a more sustainable way of production 

within their supply chain and to educate their customers toward more sustainable behavior” (p. 

480). But in their study, they concluded that, the retailers are not doing enough to strengthen 

the position of sustainable products despite their possibility and power to do so by putting 

pressure on their suppliers. On the other hand, there are retailers such as Walmart which have 

set themselves standards for a more sustainable food offer and defined sustainable principles 

for their stores (Young & Dhanda, 2013, p. 336). In addition, researchers like Styles, 

Schoeneberger and Galvez-Martos (2012), who investigated the environmental performance of 

retailers, determined that there is room for improvement but overall the retail stores are offering 

a good foundation with the increasing amount of sustainable information, wherefore they 

defined this information as “a credible and transparent basis” (p. 76), which underlines the 

actions taken on the side of the retailers. The set of information in form of labeling and 

certifications was further investigated in a study by Banterle, Cereda and Fritz (2013). The 

researchers investigated the presentation of sustainable information among different 

supermarkets and discounters in Germany and Italy, wherefore the research concluded that 

German retailers are more advanced when it comes to sustainable communication, especially 
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when in regard to supermarkets compared to discounters. In contrast to this, Saber and Weber 

(2019b) six years after the research by Banterle et al., (2013) stated that German discounters 

are not doing enough to promote sustainable food products at the POS.  

Taking into account the consumers as well as retailers’ side, it can be argued, that the 

presented research on the field of sustainable information at the POS is contradictory (Hoogland 

et al., 2007; Saber & Weber, 2019a; Styles et al., 2012) and needs further research specifically 

from the customer's’ point of view to investigate if the information on sustainability at the POS 

is helpful for identifying sustainable food products (Buerke, 2016; Kim et al., 2008; Seo et al., 

2016). For this reason, this study will explore whether the consumer is able to identify 

sustainable products at the POS, by investigating the challenges potentially occurring in 

German supermarkets and discounters. The consumer's ability of “Verstehen” (understanding), 

as the German philosopher Wilhelm Dilthey called it (Tracy, 2020), will be therefore the focus 

of this research. 

 

1.3 Research Questions 

Based on the problematization, the following main research question was defined: 

 

RQ 1: How do consumers identify sustainable products at the POS? 

 

Wherefore the two sub-questions were intended to provide a contribution to the answer to this 

question. 

 

RQ 1.1: What information do consumers take into account to identify more or less 

sustainable products at the POS?  

 

RQ 1.2: How do consumers process information at the point of sale? 

 

1.4 Purpose 

The availability of sustainable information at the POS from the consumer’s perspective is a 

decisive criterion for the consumer in order to have the possibility of identifying sustainable 

food. This unambiguousness respectively the consumers ability of understanding sustainable 

information at the POS, in German supermarkets and discounters, is therefore the purpose of 

this thesis.  
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1.5 Demarcation 

This study is going to analyze the consumer behavior at the POS when looking for sustainable 

products. As this thesis focuses on the identification of such products, the final purchase 

decision will not be considered. As research by Biswas (2017) discovered that prices were 

found to have a significant influence on the buying process of sustainable products and lead to 

an intention-behavior gap, where consumers claimed to make sustainable purchases but ended 

up buying conventional products, prices of sustainable products were not investigated. 

 

1.6 Disposition 

The first chapter gives an introduction on the thesis topic, as well as argues for the identified 

problem and thus the research questions. The purpose and demarcations of this thesis can also 

be found in this chapter. 

 

In the second chapter the theoretical framework is developed based on an extensive literature 

review, considering the different aspects needed to answer the research question, based on 

which the theoretical research model is developed. 

 

The third chapter introduces the methodology, which is divided into scientific and empirical 

methodology. The scientific methodology expresses the choice of a qualitative research method 

as well as the research theory of buying behavior by Howard-Sheth (1969) and the theory of 

consumer decision-making, also known as EKB theory, established by Engel, Kollat and 

Blackwell (1978). The empirical methodology argues for the use of semi-structured interviews 

for this thesis and further describes the structure, conduction and coding process of the 

interviews. 

 

In the fourth chapter the conducted interviews are analyzed, and the empirical findings of this 

thesis are presented. The structure of this chapter is based on the patterns and categories 

developed during the coding process of the collected data, followed by the discussion and the 

presentation of the modified research model. 

 

The fifth chapter provides a conclusion as well as theoretical and practical contributions, 

before the limitations and lastly the future research suggestions are stated.  
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2. Theoretical Framework 
The purpose of this study is to explore, if consumers are able to understand the information 

available to them, in order to identify sustainable products at the POS. Therefore, previous 

research will be considered as a base for this thesis, based on which a theoretical research 

model will be developed.  

 

2.1 Literature Review 

The literature review will, based on previous research, define the importance of the POS as 

well as the role of retailers and manufacturers in terms of promoting sustainability, the 

motivations of consumers to buy sustainable food products as well as the search and evaluation 

process in more detail.  the sustainable information available at the POS and furthermore the 

challenges of consumers with identifying sustainable products will be reviewed as well in order 

to understand the purpose of this research better. Lastly, sustainability among supermarkets 

and discounters will be presented. The review will then be followed by the creation of the 

theoretical research model, which contextualizes the reviewed aspects. 

 

2.1.1 The POS 

The retailer has an important role in relation to the consumer, as it provides the POS, the place 

where sustainable products are offered and sustainable information are examined (Gunn & 

Mont, 2014). Furthermore, at the POS, the retailer has the opportunity to decide whether a 

sustainable or conventional product is offered (Saber & Weber, 2019a) as well as what 

information, besides the information on the product are presented at the POS (Styles et al., 

2012; Young & Dhanda, 2013). 

An experiment carried out by van Giesen and Leenheer (2018) analyzed the buying behavior 

in a supermarket of the future concept store, which was equipped with interactive displays, 

allowing consumers to obtain information about the sustainability of each product. The 

experiment showed that consumers are very interested in the information and use the additional 

information to a large extent to evaluate the more sustainable option for several products (van 

Giesen & Leenheer, 2018). The information provided on the screens included the raw materials 

used in the products, the carbon footprint of the individual products, sustainability labels as 

well as health aspects. The customers interacted with the displays and seemingly enjoyed 

informing themselves, which increased the duration of their shopping process as well as the 

satisfaction of the consumers (van Giesen & Leenheer, 2018).  
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Apart from this idealistic concept store, the reality in Germany, according to researchers like 

Saber and Weber (2019a), is that even one year after the experiment, there is still not enough 

information at the POS to enable the customer to make sustainable decisions. Saber and Weber 

(2019a) stated, that “the actions of grocery retailers are highly relevant for both retailing and 

the economy in general” (p. 492), wherefore they pointed out further the important role of 

retailers when it comes to sustainable food products. In the researcher’s opinion, the German 

supermarkets and discounters are not doing enough to strengthen the position of sustainable 

products despite their power to do so by putting pressure on their suppliers and by informing 

their customers more (Saber & Weber, 2019a). This view is shared by Gunn and Mont (2014), 

who in their study of seven Swedish and British retailers found that retailers often do not feel 

obliged to act more sustainable and see the responsibility for a supporting sustainability 

declaration with the individual national governments or product manufacturers. Young and 

Dhanda (2018) explored on the contrary in their research, that there is an increasing pressure 

of retailers among themselves for more sustainability due to the risk of losing customers, which 

shows that this “looking away”-attitude can cause negative consequences for retailers (Young 

& Dhanda, 2018). Accordingly, Young and Dhanda (2018) recognized a trend towards more 

sustainable engagement on the side of the retailers in the past years, which is in line with the 

study by Styles et al. (2012), who investigated the environmental performance of retailers with 

a study among 25 different retailers in Europe and determined that overall, the retail stores are 

offering a growing foundation with a higher amount of sustainable information, which 

highlights the actions taken on the side of the retailers. Additionally, a study conducted over 

ten years ago (Oosterveer, Guivant & Spaargaren, 2007), which at the time already emphasized 

that retailers see sustainability as an opportunity to strengthen their image and attract new 

customers as well as more recent study by Lindblom, Kajalo and Mitronen (2015), which 

pointed out, that the retailers see the goal of sustainability further as a chance to gain new 

employees, raise doubts as to whether sustainability at the POS, is really still so inadequate. 

But here the question arises how sustainability is implemented by retailers, since research by 

Elg and Hultman (2016) on sustainable activities of retailers in Sweden pointed out concerns 

from the side of the consumers, whether retailers are more focused of selling the products in 

contrast to enabling and educating the consumer in order to make a sustainable choice. 

Another important aspect is the number of sustainable products at the POS. In a German 

study on organic food, it was analyzed that for every 60,000 articles in a retailer’s assortment, 

there are about 1,000 organic articles (Groeppel-Klein & Kamm, 2014). Depending on the 
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product category, the share of organic food varies between 10% and 40% (Groeppel-Klein & 

Kamm, 2014), which shows that only in regard to organic products the variety of products do 

not seem as limited as found by Saber and Weber (2019a). However, in the study on sustainable 

information in regard to food at the POS by Buerke (2016), it was pointed out, that customer 

confusion can occur more quickly if the product range is too large due to information overload. 

Accordingly, Buerke (2016) in line with Saber and Weber (2019a) declares, that retailers should 

not only make sure that sustainable products are available in their assortment, but that it is also 

their responsibility to provide additional, transparent and above all, supportive sustainable 

information to the consumer. 

Concluding, this subchapter not only underlines the role and importance of retailers taking 

action to provide more sustainable products and information at the POS, it furthermore shows 

that some retailers are already transforming in this direction. Despite this, there seem to be 

retailers which are not following this approach, making it more difficult for consumers to find 

sustainable products.  

When it comes to sustainable products, another important aspect is the role of the 

manufacturers, which will be described in the following subchapter. 

 

2.1.2 The Sustainable Product Manufacturers 

Going back to the statement that retailers identify the product manufactures as their suppliers 

to be responsible for more sustainability (Gunn & Mont, 2014), this aspect is considered further 

here. Wasserman (2009) already argued in the past decade, that manufacturing companies need 

to increase their transparency in declaring their products in order to make it easier for the 

customer to decide towards sustainability. But the study by Carrero and Valor (2012) 

concluded, that the intention of producers seems still purely economic and that companies are 

not interested in providing consumers with sufficient sustainable information. Their study 

further revealed, that the sustainable information was so diffuse that the end consumer was not 

able to use it and that it only served to satisfy the retailer (Carrero & Valor, 2012). Jones, 

Comfort & Hillier, (2011) concluded nearly the same findings and identified sustainability as 

driven by business imperatives contradictory to sustainability as an independent goal to 

accomplish. Buerke (2016) argued, that a pure positioning on the topic of sustainability is not 

economically expedient for most food retailers, as this can trigger reactance effects, leading to 

the risk of the consumer turning away from the brand, due to the fact that there is no satisfactory 

alternative from the consumers point of view. Besides, research by Groeppel-Klein and Kamm 
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(2014), which investigated sustainable food products on the German market, is showing that 

there are many food products, declared as sustainable and therefore the more important question 

here is, in regard to the studies by Carrero and Valor (2012) and Jones et al. (2011), if the 

customer is able to identify them despite the fact that the sustainable information might not be 

geared towards them.  

Overall, many manufacturers seem to develop in terms of being more transparent and 

declaring sustainable information on their products, but it remains questionable, if the consumer 

is the target group of these information and if the consumer therefore is able to understand the 

sustainable information in order to identify a product as sustainable.  

  

2.1.3 Motivations of Consumers 

Motivations to purchase sustainable food products differ, depending on the sustainable 

dimension a given product has, as introduced above (Hughner et al., 2007), and personal values 

of the consumers (Sirieix et al., 2013). These motivations, matching the dimensions mentioned 

previously in chapter one will be reviewed in the following paragraphs. With regard to the 

consumer buying process for sustainable products, it is relevant to mention these motivations, 

to get insights on what information consumers might be looking at the POS.  

As for organically and ecologically grown food products, the motivation for consumers to 

buy such food products were found to be the perception that these are healthier than 

conventional food, as organic food uses no chemicals or pesticides (Hughner et al., 2007) and 

the uncertainty about long term health consequences, through the use of such substances, can 

be avoided. Another motivation for organically & ecologically produced food, which Hughner 

et al. (2007) researched in their study was the perception that it tastes better. Although the study 

by Fillion and Arazi (2002) which blind tested organic and non-organic orange juice and milk 

did not come to a definite result, Hughner et al. (2007) conclude that “consumers of organic 

food do perceive taste advantages over conventional alternatives” (p. 102) thus describing the 

positive feeling consumers of sustainable food products have after consuming such products. 

Closely related to the perceived health benefits from the absence of chemicals and pesticides is 

the environmental concern by consumers that these substances could be harmful to the 

environment (Hughner et al., 2007). Another dimension of sustainable food is the origin of the 

food products. By choosing local or regional produced food, consumers stated their desire to 

avoid unnecessary emission of CO2 due to importing food from distance places (de-Magistris 

& Gracia, 2016). 
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By selecting food products who demonstrate care for animals through living conditions such 

free-range, consumers explicitly demonstrate their attitude towards the animals in their 

purchase decision which is their motivation for the dimension of sustainable food with regards 

to animal welfare (Hughner et al., 2007). 

Lastly, considering social aspects such as fair wages and working conditions for farmers and 

their staff, educational issues and children and women’s right in developed countries, was found 

to be a motivation to purchase sustainable products which demonstrate social aspects (Grunert, 

Hieke & Wills, 2014). These are also considered when purchasing regional food, as consumers 

stated their willingness and motivation to support the local economy through their purchase 

(Hughner et al.,2007; McEachern et al., 2010) 

Next to all the mentioned motivations to purchase sustainable food products, another aspect 

to take into consideration for this thesis is the search process of the consumer for sustainable 

food products, which will be explained in the next subchapter.  

 

2.1.4 The Consumer Search Process for Sustainable Food Products 

When it comes to the search process of consumers, as a part of the buying process, there are 

different stages which should be considered (Engel et al., 1978; Howard-Sheth, 1969). The 

search process is defined by examining information (Howard-Sheth, 1969), after which the 

evaluation process follows with identifying and evaluating the information (Engel et al., 1978). 

During the information search at the POS, consumers generally make use of available aiding 

pieces of information such as price, brand name, and label information on the products 

packaging or price tag on the shelf (Hoogland et al., 2007). These pieces of information are 

then “mediated by individual beliefs and attitudes” (Kemp et al., 2010, p. 506) including 

dimensions of sustainability. These beliefs and attitudes are influenced by input stimuli like 

psychological influences in form of information or advertising on the consumer or social 

influences in form of the family or social class (Howard-Sheth, 1969). For the quest of finding 

sustainable products at the POS, consumers navigate themselves among certifications in forms 

of labels (Seo et al., 2016) or claims on the product (Sirieix et al., 2013). Through these pieces 

of information, the consumers gain “confidence in the product’s value or safety” (Seo et al., 

2016, p. 1). The relevance for this kind of information signaling is given due to “asymmetric 

nature of information” (Kim et al., 2008; Karstens & Belz, 2006) and intangible attributes of 

sustainable products such as organic or fair trade (Sirieix et al., 2013) as previously consumers 

expressed difficulties in evaluating sustainable product characteristics. These difficulties are 
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often expressed in form of consumer confusions due to unclear or too much information at the 

POS (Buerke, 2016). Claims and labels therefore should symbolize a set of production 

standards or other sustainable concepts, which support the consumer in the searching process 

(Hoogland et al., 2007). The consumer's ability to compare information and to evaluate 

alternative products is important in order to make a satisfying decision (Engel et al., 1978). 

Concluding it can be stated, that without information about the sustainability of a product in 

form of labels or claims at the POS, the consumer cannot identify such products. Therefore, the 

availability and the comprehensiveness of such information are of high relevance to the 

consumers search process.  

 

2.1.5 Evaluating Sustainable Product Alternatives at the POS 

While the previous paragraph reviewed prior research on the difficulties of transmitting 

sustainable information of a product through claims and labels at the POS during the 

information seeking stage in the buyers process, only limited research has been done on the 

comparison of products with sustainable dimensions and conventional products, while not 

referring to the numerous willingness to purchase studies which investigated the willingness of 

consumers to pay more for sustainable products with certain labels, promoting sustainable 

dimensions (Anastasiou et al., 2017; Asche, Larsen, Smith, Sogn-Grundvag & Young, 2013; 

de-Magistris & Gracia, 2016; Harris, 2007). As this thesis does not take price into account, this 

type of willingness to purchase research is not relevant for the scope of this paper. What is 

relevant to review is the process of evaluating product alternatives at the POS between 

sustainable and conventional food items which was done by Binnekamp & Ingenbleek (2008). 

Their empirical experiment tested whether “consumers that are confronted with a sustainability 

label develop negative associations to mainstream brands” (Binnekamp & Ingenbleek, 2008, p. 

844). In more detail, this “spin-off effect” (Binnekamp & Ingenbleek, 2008 p. 845) can be 

described as the “less favorable evaluation” (Binnekamp & Ingenbleek, 2008, p. 844) of a 

conventional food product, due to the close positioning next to a product with a sustainability 

label. In their experiment conducted in the Netherlands with 39 participants, the scholars tested 

the dimensions of lower satisfaction, lower expectations, lower brand evaluation, lower prices, 

lower store images and lower CSR images of stores of a conventional unlabeled product, pork 

meat, when there was the same product with sustainability label, in this case an animal welfare 

label, present (Binnekamp & Ingenbleek, 2008). The experiment results stated, that no spin-off 

effect, and therefore no negative consequences for the perceptions of consumers on 
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conventional products on the tested dimensions were detected when evaluating a sustainable 

product against a conventional one. When conducting a follow up experiment to test whether 

the absence of a spin-off effect was due to the store environment, the results re-confirmed the 

previous result independent from the tested store types which were a discounter and a 

supermarket (Binnekamp & Ingenbleek, 2008).  

Concluding this paragraph on the evaluation of product alternatives at the POS, it can be 

said that previous research (Binnekamp & Ingenbleek, 2008) showed that there are no negative 

evaluation effects transferred onto conventional, non-sustainable products from the consumer 

perception when having a sustainable product alternative.  

 

2.1.6 Sustainable Information at the POS 

At the POS there are different information on sustainability, which can be found on the products 

themselves as well as at additional information provided by the retailer, in form of posters or 

the price tags for example. The information, which will be considered for this study will be 

declared below. 

The information on sustainable food on the products themselves, are divided into labels and 

claims, whereby a label is a certification which may only be used if the associated production 

conditions have been fulfilled, and claims are statements by the individual companies on their 

product, which do not necessarily have to be certified (Weiß & Weiss, 2008). In 2008 there 

were in total 27 different labels (Weiß & Weiss), which are still commonly used for certifying 

sustainable food products in Germany. These can be classified into different sub-categories, 

whereby there are 18 different labels for the organic farming of food. These 18 labels differ in 

the requirements, which vary in severity depending on the label, such as the use of no chemicals 

and in product groups such as for wine or grains. This category includes the European organic 

label known as the "Euro Leaf" as well as the national organic label of Germany "Bio nach EG-

Öko-Verordnung", which has stricter requirements than the European one and can therefore 

often be found on products next to the European label (Weiß & Weiss, 2008). Furthermore, 

there are organic self-declared labels provided by German retailers like the “Edeka-Bio” or the 

“Rewe-Bio” label (Weiß & Weiss, 2008). In addition to the organic labels, there are labels used 

in Germany for social issues such as the Fairtrade label, which refers to working conditions, 

and the "Stop Climate Change" label, which indicates that the product is emissions neutral 

(Weiß & Weiss, 2008). In addition, there are eleven labels which refer to different regions of 

origin within in Germany, often related to a certain federal state (Weiß & Weiss, 2008). Newly 



 

19 

 

added labels regarding animal welfare are labels, such as "Stallhaltung" (stall keeping) or 

"Aussenklima" (outdoor climate), which indicate the husbandry (Zühlsdorf et al., 2016).  

Apart from these labels, there are additional claims on products that help the consumer to 

identify them as sustainable (Chen & Chang, 2013). These claims are chosen by the companies 

themselves to state that for example, the packaging is sustainable, but they do not necessarily 

refer to certified conditions. Similar to advertising, these claims vary in effectiveness and value 

to consumers in identifying sustainable products (Chen & Chang, 2013).  

Besides the information on the product itself, there are also information at the POS provided 

by the retailer in form of price tags for example or by presenting ecological products together 

on product display specifically for organic food products, which makes it easier for the 

consumer to identify them (Saber & Weber, 2019a). On the price tags the consumer might find, 

next to the price, additional information, such the country of origin or a further reference to the 

product being, for example, ecological in form of an ecological label (Buerke, 2016) as well as 

the quality class of the advertised food product in case of vegetables (Buerke, 2016). While the 

actual price of the sustainable products is not relevant for the purpose of this study, all other 

pieces of information mentioned on the price tag are, as it is part of this study to investigate the 

information which consumer take into account to identify sustainable products at the POS. Next 

to price tags, there might be posters or signs declaring, that the product is from a local farmer 

or other sustainable information (Buerke, 2016). 

In conclusion, this paragraph gave an overview of sustainable information on the product 

with almost 30 different food labels and claims as well as on information at the POS besides 

the product in form of price tags or posters, which can also state sustainable information. 

  

2.1.7 Challenges of Consumers to Identify Sustainable Products at the POS  

Despite the rising availability of different labels and claims on food products highlighting 

dimensions of sustainability (Sirieix et al., 2013), there were still various challenges discovered 

which indicate a lack of information on sustainability and the presentation of such information 

(Karstens & Belz, 2006). These challenges, previously researched by scholars in various parts 

of the world, will be presented in the following paragraphs. 

Beginning, with the type of certification agency for sustainability labels, research by Kim et 

al. (2008) showed that consumer have higher trust in governmental issued labels, as in the case 

of this study the Japanese JAS label for organic food products. To address credibility and food 

safety concerns of Japanese consumers regarding the traceability of organic food production, 



 

20 

 

the government of Japan introduced a labelling system called “JAS” which stands for Japan 

Agricultural Standards to “provide distinction and uniform standards for organic foods in 

Japanese markets” (Kim et al., 2008, p. 59). Certification of this label was only allowed to a 

limited number of domestic and foreign certification agencies approved by the local ministry 

of agriculture. The results of a quantitative survey asking domestic consumers on their 

likelihood of purchasing a product with either the JAS, retailer or consumer organization label, 

together with their willingness to pay extra for any products with these labels indicated that the 

highest probability of purchase lied with the governmental label and that labels created by 

retailers were not considered as reliable source of quality by consumers (Kim et al., 2008). This 

is in line with findings by Sirieix et al., 2013 who determined that a sustainability label by the 

UK retailer Tesco was seen as attempt by the retailer to “manipulate the consumer” (p. 147). 

From this previous research, it can therefore be derived, that the certifying organization of 

sustainable food products, need to be trusted by the consumers, in order to serve as credible 

source of information and therefore positively influence and guide the consumers buying 

process. 

Next to the importance of the credibility and trustworthiness of the certification agency, 

previous research also found, that there exists lack of understanding of sustainability labels on 

food products. A quantitative study by Hu et al. (2012), conducted in the United States, tested 

the understanding of the nationwide USDA organic label by the United States Department of 

Agriculture (USDA) by testing it on two versions of blackberry jam product. The first version 

only had the USDA organic label on it, while the second version had the USDA organic label 

as well as added information “100% organic” placed underneath the label. The research 

showed, that the likelihood of consumers buying the second version with the added information 

was significantly higher than the first tested version, which only carried the organic label. Since 

the survey participants were not previously educated on the meaning of any of the inquired 

information, the researchers relied on prior knowledge of the survey participants. The fact that 

the version with the label and added information “100% organic” ingredients was selected more 

often, indicated the need and preference by consumers for further explanatory information on 

the used organic label (Hu et al., 2012). This finding is in line with prior research of Sirieix et 

al. (2013) which stated that for sustainability labels to be effective and positively influence a 

consumer’s information search process, the consumer needs to understand and be aware of the 

label. Hoogland et al. (2007) came to similar results when conducting a quantitative study on 

the perception of the Dutch EKO label for organic food and comparing the perceptions of food 
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with only the EKO label on the packaging, to a version with the label as well as information on 

the animal welfare standards, which the EKO label itself already included. Although the EKO 

label was widely known to all participants at the time of the study, the version with the EKO 

label and the additional information was found to much more positively influenced their 

decision making process than a product which only had the EKO label but no additional 

information on the meaning of the certification underneath it (Hoogland et al., 2007). 

Furthermore, going one step further beyond the recognition of labels, Sirieix et al. (2013) 

through conducting two focus groups interviews with British consumers, investigated the 

perception of consumers about sustainability labels, i.e. fair trade, carbon emission, organic 

(Sirieix et al., 2013). A relevant finding included the fact that consumers were very skeptical 

regarding a tested British CO2 emission label indicating the amount of emission per food 

serving of the corresponding product. The skepticism was seen as way from manufacturers and 

retailers to pretend to be good to the environment with regard to carbon emissions, but 

participants wondered about other environmental harmful substances such as phosphors or 

nitrate used for the production of the food products (Sirieix et al., 2013). Furthermore, another 

tested carbon related label with an added claim underneath the label “Climate Friendly Food” 

was found as not useful as the participants were not familiar with that label and also felt it had 

no meaning (Sirieix et al., 2013). 

From these findings the skepticism of consumers, not only towards the aspect of 

sustainability advertised on a given product, but much more about all other dimensions of 

sustainability not advertised, can be derived. Thus, this again indicates a need for more 

information about the sustainability of food products especially for newly established labels.  

An additional finding, which can be derived from the study is that trust in the certification 

agency plays an important role in the information process. For this, participants stated that it 

needs to be clear to them, who the certifying agency is, and which dimension of sustainability 

is being certified (Sirieix et al., 2013) which is in line with research by Kim et al. (2008).  

With regard to the sustainability motivation of supporting local businesses and the topic of 

country of origin which is also an information which can be found on food products, Kemp, 

Insch, Holdsworth & Knight (2010) in their research among British consumers showed, that 

the localness of a product does play a role with regard to sustainability however, the explored 

challenge by Kemp et al., (2010) was that localness indicated through claims or labels was too 

fast, positively connected to a better emission count by consumers then it might have in reality. 

In this way, the scholars referred to the term of the “local trap” (Kemp et al., 2010, p. 506), 
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which described the false assumption that local food is always better than imported food. Their 

findings are supported by previous research done by Born and Purcell in 2006 who stated that 

“Local-scale food systems are equally likely to be just or unjust, sustainable or unsustainable, 

secure or insecure’’ (p. 195). Differences in emissions levels were not purely related the 

distance it travelled to get to the consumer but also to the mean of transportation it used such 

as cargo truck, airplanes or container ship all which have significantly different emission levels. 

Additionally, the  CO2 emissions which occur during the production and farming process also 

greatly impact the environmental sustainability of a product and need to be considered (Kemp 

et al., 2010). The scholar’s research was based on the growing movements of British retailers 

and producers of food, promoting their products with a label indicating the miles it traveled 

from the point of production to the retailer’s store or warehouse (Kemp et al., 2010). Despite 

being openly criticized by now former CEO Justin King of the Sainsbury supermarket chain, 

one of the leading food retailers in the UK, calling the food miles concept “fundamentally 

flawed” (Kempt et al., 2010, p. 505) several other major UK retailers such as Tesco, have used 

the food miles concept or other claims indicating the localness of their food products, to 

promote this dimension of sustainability, which, depending of the provided information was 

questioned to be of great use by consumers as well as some retailers such as the mentioned case 

of Sainsbury (Kempt et al., 2010). Another finding was that if the certification concept, such as 

food miles or country of origin, was not precisely communicated or known by the consumer, it 

caused the consumer to avoid such product and therefore the influence of these labels and claim 

reached the opposite effect of their intention (Kempt et al., 2010). The key takeaway from this 

research for the information search of consumers at the POS is, that labels and claims were 

found to sometimes do more harm than good and steer the consumers away from the product, 

if the information transmitted was incomplete or painted a wrong picture of the actual 

sustainability of the product. 

Concluding this subchapter, several problems with sustainability labels and claims were 

detected, which makes the information search process harder for consumers aiming to identify 

sustainable food products. Based on these challenges, the consumers’ perspective on 

identifying sustainable products at the POS is therefore an angle which cannot be neglected.  

 

2.1.8 Sustainability Among Supermarkets and Discounters 

The German market is well known for its different types of retailers including several national 

supermarkets chains such Edeka and Rewe as well as the global discounters Aldi and Lidl for 
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example (Buerke, 2016). As already noted above sustainable products are available in both 

retail types, but there are differences which might influence the consumer.  

A study by Banterle et al. (2013) showed that German supermarkets are more advanced in 

terms of sustainable communication, in contrast to discounters. This is in line with Saber and 

Weber (2019b), who have also examined the differences in the communication of sustainable 

information between German supermarkets and discounters in their study. The authors found a 

gap between the sustainable information available at the POS given in both types of markets, 

supermarkets and discounters, and noticed that supermarkets offer more sustainable 

information than discounters. The study by Buerke (2016) also addressed this sustainable 

information gap but warned that more products and therefore more information can also lead 

to more consumers confusion, which is why at discounters it should be easier for the consumers 

to recognize sustainable food, as these have a product portfolio of only 11,000 products in 

contrast to supermarkets with a product portfolio of up to 60,000 products (Groeppel-Klein & 

Kamm, 2014). In contrast, the results of the study by Buerke (2016) showed the opposite, with 

11% of consumers having more difficulties in finding organic products at discounters despite 

the smaller product portfolio.  

In conclusion of this subchapter it can be stated, that the difference between supermarkets 

and discounters when it comes to sustainable information at the POS, is a further aspect to 

consider. Thus, both retail types will be taken into account for this study, to see, if there are 

differences occurring during the research, while investigating the consumers’ ability of 

understanding sustainable information at the POS.  

 

2.2 Theoretical Research Model 

The literature review addressed several aspects in regard to identifying sustainable products at 

the POS. First the consumer itself and the consumers sustainable motivations, which were 

declared to be the environment, animal welfare and social aspects (Seo et al., 2016). The 

introduced corresponding dimensions of sustainability are taken into account by the consumer 

during the search process (Howard-Sheth, 1969; Engel et al., 1978) at the POS, where the 

consumer is looking for sustainable products (Hoogland et al., 2007; Kemp et al., 2010, p. 506). 

The sustainability of products is then compared during the evaluation process (Engel et al., 

1978) through sustainable information (Kim et al., 2008; Karstens & Belz, 2006; Seo et al., 

2016; Sirieix et al., 2013), signaled by several labels and claims on the products (Chen & 

Chang, 2013; Weiß & Weiss, 2008; Zühlsdorf et al., 2016) as well as sustainable information 
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at the POS, not stated on the product, like price tags (Saber & Weber, 2019a). There are several 

sustainable information on and about food products on the German market whose identification 

was stated as problematic by researchers due to the risk of information overload and consumer 

confusion (Buerke, 2016), unclear and insufficient information (Saber & Weber, 2019a; Styles 

et al., 2012) as well as that information sometimes is provided for the retailers and not for the 

consumers, wherefore they might not understand it (Carrero & Valor, 2012; Jones et al., 2011). 

Since the sustainable information is not only placed on the product but also promoted by the 

retailers at the POS, there might be differences between supermarkets and discounters, as 

suggested by Saber and Weber (2019b) as well as Banterle et al. (2013). During the evaluation 

process, the consumers explore the sustainable information further and compare them in order 

to be able to identify which product is more sustainable (Binnekamp & Ingenbleek, 2008). 

Based on the literature review, the following theoretical research model was developed. 

 
Figure 1: Theoretical research model (own illustration). 

 

The model in Figure 1 illustrates the different components mentioned above, which need to be 

considered to answer the research question. The sustainable consumer (A) with his motivations 

and beliefs is at the beginning and starts the search process (1) for sustainable information in 

the supermarket or discounter, at the POS (B). The POS and the products “communicate” 

various information on sustainability (1) to the consumer (A), in form of labels or claims for 

example, which lead to the process of evaluation (2). During this process (2), the consumer 

analyses the elaborated sustainable information from the search process, whereby the consumer 

can or cannot distinguish which product is more or less sustainable by comparing the products.   
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3. Methodology 
The third chapter will introduce the thesis’s methodological choices by presenting the scientific 

as well as the empirical methodology applied in this thesis. 

 

3.1 Scientific Methodology  

This subchapter will start with the research philosophy, arguing for the philosophical choices. 

This is then followed by the research method, where the choice of a qualitative method is argued 

for. Thus, the research approach follows, where the decision for an abductive approach is 

explained. The chosen research theories in regard to consumer behavior will be presented, 

before the sources of this thesis are declared and information on the time horizon is given.  

 

3.1.1 Research Philosophy 

The research philosophy has a significant impact on the study itself as well as on the nature of 

the analysis and the results of the research (Saunders, Lewis, Thornhill, 2019). Therefore, the 

research philosophy is about the influences of the researchers on the study and moreover about 

reflecting and defending the philosophical choices in relation to the possible alternatives 

(Saunders et al., 2019). Theory is built up on two philosophies, which are the epistemological 

and ontological, whereby the ontological study theorizes to understand the reality and the 

epistemological theory gains knowledge to provide a background (Bell et al., 2019).  

 

Ontological 
The ontological study as already mentioned tries to identify the reality and can be further 

divided into the two terms of objectivism and constructivism (Bell et al., 2019). Objectivism as 

an aspect of the ontological approach, indicates external influences which are out of the human 

area to reach or influence. Therefore, the objectivism observes the environment of companies 

or culture, which is outside of a person’s sphere of control. The knowledge is obtained here by 

searching for patterns and generalizing in the end (Bell et al., 2019). On the other hand, stands 

constructivism, which beliefs in contrast to the objectivism, that every social phenomenon is 

dependent on social interaction (Bell et al., 2019). Furthermore, the researcher therefore always 

presents a specific, more subjective version of social reality, and not only one that can be 

considered as definitive (Bell et al., 2019). The gained knowledge therefore is indeterminate. 
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Due to the fact, that this study has the aim to analyze and understand the social behavior in 

regard to the topic further, it can be stated that the constructivism was followed instead of the 

objectivism. 

 

Epistemological 
The epistemological theory, as the way of gaining knowledge and trying to identify of how to 

reach it, is subdivided into three different epistemological approaches: positivism, realism and 

interpretivism (Bell et al., 2019).  

Positivism is an epistemological position encouraging to use the same scientific methods for 

natural and social sciences. This theory is conducted value-free using a measurement, often in 

form of obtaining quantitative data (Bell et al., 2019). According to this, the knowledge gained 

should be limited to the interpretation of "positive", more precisely to the actual, sensory and 

verifiable findings, which is why positivism can be regarded as objective (Bell et al., 2019). 

Realism resembles positivism in two respects, the thinking that the natural and social 

sciences should use the same study methods, and the commitment that there is an external 

reality separate from our descriptions of that reality. Moreover, realism is divided into two main 

forms: empirical realism and critical realism. Empirical realism believes that reality can be 

understood through methods, whereas critical realism believes that the way of human 

perception must be taken into account (Bell et al., 2019). 

The interpretivism adds human interest to a study since it allows the researcher to further 

identify, interpret and understand the social interactions. Therefore, the interpretivism stands 

in contrast to the positivism due to their different approaches in an objectively as for positivists 

and more subjectively view as for interpretivists (Bell et al., 2019). 

Since this study focuses on the human behavior and on the ability of the individual to identify 

the information on the POS, the interpretivism approach was applied. 

 

3.1.2 Research Approach 

To explore the relationship between theory and research, a deductive, inductive or abductive 

approach is needed (Bell et al., 2019). The deductive approach researches in order to develop 

a theory in contrast to the inductive approach, which researches a defined theory (Bell et al., 

2019). Both approaches are different in how they analyze the relationship between theory and 

research due to the fact that their starting points are different, wherefore it is important to decide 

which approach is more beneficial for the study (Blackstone, 2012). The abductive approach is 
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an alternative, to overcome the limitations of both deductive and inductive approach (Bell et 

al., 2019).  

Since this study is going to explore if there is a problem of understanding from the side of 

the consumer and does not take into account from the very beginning that a problem is already 

existing, the deductive approach cannot be applied (Bell et al., 2019). Furthermore, this study 

makes use of conducted studies and literature as a base, wherefore an inductive approach can 

be rejected as well (Bell et al., 2019). Thus, an abductive approach was applied to overcome 

the limitations of the deductive and inductive approach (Bell et al., 2019), due to the fact that 

there is existing research on the field of the information process of sustainable consumers, but 

the observations done can be overall stated as incomplete since the consumer's view was only 

partially taken into consideration, wherefore it needs further exploratory research in form of 

qualitative research with active participation of consumers. 

 

3.1.3 Research Method 

The abductive approach can be applied to both research method types quantitative as well as 

qualitative (Bell et al., 2019). To conduct such research, the sample size is an important aspect 

(Miles & Huberman, 2014). For a quantitative research the sample size is usually big (>100) 

and for qualitative research the size of samples is often small (Bell et al., 2019). Therefore, the 

quantitative research is known as number-driven, which is important in order to generalize the 

theory in the end, and qualitative research with its smaller sample size is more interpretive, 

which is why a certain receptivity and openness is important (Miles & Huberman, 2014). A 

quantitative research is usually used to quantify attitudes, opinions, behaviors and other defined 

variables to make them generalizable through measurement and emphasizes the positivism as 

a more objective method (Miles & Huberman, 2014). Contrary, a qualitative research is used 

to understand reasons, opinions and motivations, wherefore it is more subjective (Miles & 

Huberman, 2014). As mentioned before, the German philosopher Wilhelm Dilthey emphasized 

the qualitative method as a concept with the ability of “Verstehen” (understanding), wherefore 

he argued, that this method can help to fully understand participant statements not only the 

words, but even more the specific situation as well as the non-verbal expressions (Tracy, 2020).  

Especially when conducting research in the field of consumer behavior, with the intention 

to get a better understanding of the consumer, a qualitative approach is beneficial. Furthermore, 

previous research done on this field was often found to be of quantitative nature and suggested 

a qualitative study as further research, which was an additional reason to apply a qualitative 
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research method (Anastasiou et al., 2017; Sirieix et al., 2012; Verain et al., 2012). Also, the 

study by Buerke (2016) suggested further qualitative studies in regard to the influences on 

consumers at the POS. Thus, the qualitative research method was used to specifically gather 

insights of the consumer search process at the POS and to explore conflicts, which could 

otherwise not be captured when using a quantitative method.  

 

3.1.4 Research Theory 

Various theories can be taken into account to support the analysis of consumer behavior for 

information processing at the POS. The theories which are considered in this study are argued 

for below. 

The theory of buying behavior, developed by Howard-Sheth (1969), analyzes the impact of 

social and psychological factors on the consumer behavior, which will play a greater role in the 

course of the thesis. The theory emphasizes that the consumer evaluates information and makes 

a decision based on this. The Howard-Sheth theory of buying behavior (1969) therefore 

primarily analyzes the information processing process of the buyer and shows three different 

levels of the decision-making process. These three levels in regard to the behavior of the 

consumer can be categorized in (1) extensive and (2) limited problem solving as well as (3) 

routinized response behavior. The first level of extensive problem solving describes a consumer 

with little or no previous knowledge and thus a buyer who is new to the market, whereas the 

second level of limited problem solving component considers a consumer who have insufficient 

information and ultimately the third level of routinized response behavior, where the consumer 

has all available information and can compare them. To understand those consumers decision-

making processes, the theory furthermore considers the purchase decision as a hypothetical 

construct, consisting of perceptual and learning constructs, on which various input and output 

variables are taking influence (Howard-Sheth, 1969). The perceptual construct is dealing with 

information reception, whereas the learning construct is expressing the information processing 

(Howard-Sheth, 1969). Accordingly, three input stimuli are influencing the perceptual 

construct (Howard-Sheth, 1969). The physical conditions of the products and brands, referred 

to as significant input stimuli, the psychological influences in the form of information / 

advertising on the buyer referred to as symbolic input stimuli and the source of information 

considered as the family, the social class etc. referred to as social input stimuli (Howard-Sheth, 

1969). After the perceptual construct, the learning construct takes place and here a consumer 

confusion can occur due to unclear, insufficient or too much information. A consumer 
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confusion can lead to the consumer being overwhelmed. Further, there is the possibility of the 

consumer not understanding the information. If this is not the case, and the consumer is able to 

process the information, the output variables are taking place. These variables are expressing 

the purchase decision, the consumers’ attention, the bias towards a brand and the satisfaction 

of the product (Howard-Sheth, 1969). In regard to this thesis, only the buyer's attention is taken 

into account, which refers to the information provided, due to the fact that the purchasing 

process as well as the satisfaction of the product after purchasing it is not considered in this 

thesis. It can therefore be stated that the Howard-Sheth theory (1969) has important aspects for 

this thesis in regard of the information processing but can only be used to a limited extent. 

The theory of consumer decision-making, also known as EKB theory, established by Engel 

et al. (1978) also takes into account the buyer's information processing process. This theory is 

based on five stages. The first stage starts with the need or problem recognition, after which the 

second stage with the information search process follows. The third stage, the evaluation 

process includes the identified information of the search process and takes alternatives into 

consideration, followed by the fourth stage the purchase and the fifth stage of the post-purchase 

evaluation. Since the aim of this thesis is to understand the consumer in regard to identifying 

sustainable food products at the POS, only the second stage, the search process and third stage, 

the evaluation process, are considered. In contrast to the theory by Howard-Sheth (1969), the 

EKB theory (Engel et al., 1978) considers two further aspects for the already mentioned level 

of information acquisition and processing, wherefore this theory is additionally considered for 

this thesis. The first aspect relates to the possibility that no product can be selected, if no 

sufficient product was found based on the evaluated information and secondly the aspect that 

external information had already been acquired in advance, can and should be considered. Thus, 

the theory of consumer decision-making (Engel et al., 1978) in contrast to the theory of 

Howard-Sheth (1969) adds further dimensions of human thinking to the buying behavior, which 

are outside the influence of the product or the brand and therefore significant for this thesis to 

understand the consumer better.  

In summary, both the theory of buying behavior (Howard-Sheth, 1969) and the theory of 

consumer decision-making (Engel et al., 1978) with their different perspectives are used to 

provide support in this thesis. 
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3.1.5 Sources 

The literature that serves as a basis for this research was found through the online databases 

Summon, provided by HKR and Lubcat, provided by Lund University. Through the Summon 

database, scientific articles related to the topic of sustainable food, the retail industry as well as 

the German food market were found, whereas the Lubcat database allowed access to research 

papers, which were not available through the Summon database. Additionally, Google Scholar 

was used as a support to get a general overview of the existing literature on the topic. 

Furthermore, academic books were used as support for the scientific and empirical foundation 

of this thesis. 

 

3.1.6 Time Horizon 

When conducting research an important aspect to take into consideration is the time horizon 

(Bell et al., 2019). Saunders et al. (2019) stated, that there are two different types of studies 

when it comes to the time horizon: cross-sectional and longitudinal. Cross-sectional studies are 

often about a particular phenomenon at a specific time, which is why this perspective is also 

known as a “snapshot” study (Saunders et al., 2019, p. 155). In contrast, longitudinal studies 

conduct research over a period of time and therefore compare different time perspectives 

(Saunders et al., 2019). The longitudinal study is thus also defined as the “diary” perspective 

(Saunders et al., 2019, p. 155). The time needed for the research depends on the research design 

as well as on the aim of the research (Bell et al., 2019). The set time frame for this thesis is 10 

weeks, wherefore a time comparison performed through a longitudinal study is not applicable 

but also not beneficial for the thesis since a snapshot of the current situation is searched for, 

which is why the cross-sectional study was applied. 

 

3.2. Empirical Methodology 

This subchapter begins with the research strategy, briefly explaining the different strategies 

and arguing for the choice of strategy which is ultimately applied. This is followed by the 

explanation of data selection, which is the choice of qualitative research instruments, and the 

operationalization, which describes the conduction and preparation of the data collection in 

more detail. Then the data collection itself is described in more detail, as well as the final way 

of coding the data. Finally, the trustworthiness as well as the ethical considerations follow. 
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3.2.1 Research Strategy 

In the field of qualitative research, there are four different qualitative traditions: naturalism, 

ethnomethodology, emotionalism, postmodernism, which need to be taken into account (Bell 

et al., 2019). The naturalism tradition can be seen as the most common tradition and deals with 

the description of people and interactions in natural environments in order to understand social 

reality better (Bell et al., 2019). The ethnomethodology tradition has a naturalistic orientation 

and aims to understand how social order is established (Bell et al., 2019). The emotionalism 

tradition tries to understand the inner reality of the human being, whereas the postmodernism 

tradition is sensitized to how the different types of social reality are structured (Bell et al., 

2019). In view of this thesis, the naturalism tradition was applied, since this thesis tries to 

understand the social reality better in a natural environment as the POS. 

After selecting the research method and defining the research tradition, the research design 

needs to be selected. The research design helps the researcher to plan what needs to be explored 

and to answer the research question (Saunders et al., 2019). Bell et al. (2019) described five 

different designs to apply: experimental design; cross-sectional or social survey design; 

longitudinal design; case study design; and comparative design (Bell et al., 2019). The terms 

of cross-sectional and longitudinal design are similar to the time horizons (see chapter 3.1.5) 

but can be seen as independent, since for the time horizon they only describe the planned 

research time regardless what research design will be applied (Saunders et al., 2019). The first 

from the five research designs is the experimental design, which describes research conducted 

through an experiment (Bell et al., 2019). The cross-sectional design, also known as social 

survey design, is the most common design which includes besides the survey also observations 

and content analyses (Bell et al., 2019). The longitudinal design usually compares different 

aspects over a certain time period to view changes, wherefore the case study design explores a 

single case in a detail (Bell et al., 2019). Lastly, the comparative design seeks to find 

relationships after an action or event has already occurred (Bell et al., 2019). Since this thesis 

is not going to compare different aspects over a period of time, a longitudinal design will not 

be applied. Furthermore, neither a case study nor a comparative design is possible, since this 

study does not refer to a specific case or action (Bell et al., 2019). An experimental design is 

mostly quantitative since the aim is to systematic manipulate social reality according to 

scientific rules, wherefore it can also be rejected for this study (Bell et al., 2019). The cross-

sectional design was applied as a research strategy as the aim of this qualitative research is to 

understand the consumers and their behavior. 
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3.2.2 Data Collection 

There are several ways of collecting qualitative data, whereby it is up to the researcher, 

depending on the aim of the research, to decide which is applicable (Bell et al., 2019). The most 

common types are for example participant observations, semi-structured interviews as well as 

focus groups (Bell et al., 2019). Semi-structured interviews provide direct information about 

the topic to be analyzed through the verbal answers of the respondents, wherefore this is a good 

method to gain a detailed insight on the consumers perceived behavior without restricting the 

respondent to strictly in his answers with a strongly structured questioning (Bell et al., 2019). 

Since this study aims to understand the consumer better, an interaction with the participant as 

the consumer was needed. Within focus groups it would have been possible to query the opinion 

of individuals, but not without being influenced by each other. Not only this could have led to 

falsified results, but it also would not have corresponded to reality, since the search process at 

the POS usually does not take place in groups. Therefore, the data collection was done by 

conducting interviews, which lead to a better understanding on how individual consumers find 

information at the POS.  

In order to guide the participant during the interview, an interview guide was used, which 

questions were intended to help conduct the interview, leaving the interviewer as well as the 

participant room for adaptation and free response (Bell et al., 2019). Accordingly, this method 

of semi-structured interviews (Bell et al., 2019) was chosen deliberately, since the interview 

contains specific questions about the POS and the search process of information in combination 

with an experiment to understand the consumers perspective. Before conducting the interviews, 

the interview guide was tested through a test-interview, for comprehensiveness of the questions 

and the experiment. 

The interviews were conducted in digital form through the online conferencing tools 

“Zoom” and “Skype”. Having used such conferencing tools can be seen as a strength, as the 

participants were in their familiar environments, which provided a more relaxed atmosphere 

for the interviews. The language used in the interviews took was German, as the German market 

was considered and as it was assumed that this makes it more convenient for participants to 

express themselves without having to translate or paraphrase terms into English. Furthermore, 

German is the mother tongue of both researchers. In addition, the conducted interviews were 

transcribed in German, wherefore only the quotes included in this thesis were translated into 

English.  
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3.2.3 Operationalization 

To understand the processes of search and evaluation by consumers when doing sustainable 

grocery shopping, nine semi-structured interviews with German consumers were conducted. 

For these interviews, an interview guide (German version, Appendix 1; English version, 

Appendix 2) was created to guide the interviewer through the interviews. The interviews were 

scheduled to last between 30-45 minutes each and were recorded by making use of the 

researcher’s phone. Prior to the beginning of the recording, verbal consent was given by the 

participants that this recording was approved. 

The interview was split in two parts. The first part contained seven question which were 

asked to the participants. The questions were created with a clear purpose, each retrieving 

information on one of the objects introduced in the theoretical research model (see chapter 2.2). 

These objects were namely, the motivations of the consumer, his or her search and evaluation 

process when looking for sustainable food products at the POS and the product itself. All 

questions were derived and built upon existing and previously presented theory in order to 

collect qualitative data which would contribute to answering the research questions of this 

thesis. In order to foster transparency of this study, the fifth question of the interview guide and 

its theoretical base will be stated here: 
 

What helps you while shopping to identify sustainable food products? (Appendix 2, Quest. 5) 
 

The question was built upon research by Hoogland et al. (2007) who stated that there exist 

difficulties in understanding and processing sustainable information on food products. As this 

problems and difficulties were mentioned in the problematization and the literature review of 

this thesis, examining these difficulties among German consumers was relevant to find out 

more about the way, consumers process sustainable information. As this thesis had a wider 

research scope and did not solely focus on a sustainable product but also includes the POS 

which includes the shelf and the price tag as further mean of transporting information to the 

consumers, the question was phrased in a wide way, so that interview participants gave an 

insight into their search process, without steering them directly to a specific product category. 

After having answered the first six questions, the second part of the interview started in form 

of an experiment. The experiment, executed through the help of a PowerPoint presentation (see 

Appendix 3), aimed to retrieve insights on the search and evaluation process of the participants, 

by showing them pictures of real shelves, price tags and products, of 4 different food categories. 

These pictures were taken in May 2020 in an EDEKA supermarket as well as in an ALDI Nord 
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discounter both from a location in Hamburg, Germany. This type of experiment was chosen to 

simulate the situation of the participant being at the POS and looking for sustainable food 

products. The selected product categories were cheese, coffee, meat and apples. These products 

were chosen as they are common food items in the German diet. The advantage of choosing 

commonly known products is that consumers and for the purpose of this thesis, the interview 

participants were familiar with these products and therefore were able to apply their own 

preferences regarding sustainability to them. The approach to select common products was 

based on previous research by Anastasiou et al. (2017), who researched the influences of the 

European organic label on the perception of Greek consumers using standard items included in 

the Greek diet. The aim of the experiment was to show the participants two different products 

per category including their price tag and the picture of their corresponding store shelf and to 

find out what information pieces on these pictures they use to search and evaluate sustainable 

products. The presentation slide order being the same for each product category: shelf pictures, 

price tag pictures, product pictures and one combined slide with price tags and product pictures, 

the participants were asked to share their thought process of what information they found 

useful. An important note to state here is the fact that real product prices were found to be a 

deciding influence in the consumer’s buying decision for sustainable products by (Biswas, 

2017) as they created an intention-behavior gap. This gap describes the phenomenon where 

consumer state they consider sustainable products but end up buying the conventional, often 

cheaper, product (Biswas, 2017). As there was no way for the researchers to control this 

influence, the actual prices were covered on all pictures to not provoke bias in the consumers’ 

perception. The final question of each product category was to ask the participant which of the 

two product alternatives he considered to be more sustainable. The purpose of this question 

was to get a deeper understanding of the participant’s evaluation process and conflict solving 

mechanism in case he / she could not immediately vote on a more sustainable product. 

After finishing the experiment, the interview came to an end asking a final question about 

perceived differences at German supermarkets and discounters when it comes to the 

presentation of sustainable information both on the product and the POS. 
 

3.2.4 Sample Selection 

The intention of sample selection is to examine a representative part of the population, in 

contrast to interviewing the entire population (Bell et al., 2019). This does not require a less 
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representative sample, provided that the sample is chosen in such a way that it can represent 

the population (Saunders et al., 2019).  

Sampling techniques can be divided into two main categories, probability sampling and non-

probability sampling. Probability sampling refers to the chance or probability that nearly 

anyone can be selected from the total population to be a participant and that the probability of 

this is normally the same for anyone (Saunders et al., 2019). Thus, probability sampling can be 

used to answer research questions and achieve goals that require statistical estimations of the 

population’s characteristics (Saunders et al., 2019). In contrast, during non-probability 

sampling not everyone has the possibility to be selected from the total population, so it is not 

possible to draw statistical conclusions about the characteristics of the population (Saunders et 

al., 2019). The non-probability method is further divided into five different ways of sample 

selection: quota, purposive, snowball, self-selection and convenience (Saunders et al., 2019). 

The snowball sampling offers the opportunity to identify a person who fits to the study topic 

and then ask them to identify other persons in their environment as suitable, with whom an 

interview is then conducted (Saunders et al., 2019).  

For this study the snowball sampling was applied, since this method allowed to identify 

sustainable consumers of the German population by asking a participant to suggest other 

participants, which provides an unbiased sample group. Snowball sampling is furthermore 

divided into four steps: (1) “make contact with one or two cases in the population”, (2) “ask 

these cases to identify further cases”, (3) “ask these new cases to identify further new cases”, 

(4) “stop when (...) the sample is as large as is manageable” (Bell et al., 2019, p. 240). For this 

thesis, the first contact was made through a Facebook group with a German alumnus of the 

university, which the researchers previously attended, and a former working colleague, of one 

of the researchers. These two participants were considered as participants for the test 

interviews, wherefore the participants for the main interviews were suggested by them, who 

then again suggested additional participants. The fourth and last step then, was the identification 

of the appropriate sample size. The size, appropriate for the study, depends further on the time 

frame and the variables to take under consideration for answering the research questions (Miles 

& Huberman, 2014). For qualitative research, small sample sizes are common, accordingly, in 

relation to this thesis, eleven German consumers, two for the test interviews and nine for the 

main interviews, were interviewed inspired by the population of buyers in Germany (Saunders 

et al., 2019).  
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Table 1: Sample selection test interviews (own illustration). 

 
 

Table 2: Sample selection main interviews (own illustration). 

 
 

Table 1 and 2 are showing the sample selection in regard to two identified variables: gender 

and age.  

The variable gender was taken into account, to have a variety in the interviews based on the 

gender distribution of German supermarket and discounter buyers. For the gender distribution 

statistics of the German VuMA Institute (short for “Verbrauchs- und Medienanalyse”, 

consumption and media analysis) were used, wherefore the percentage of purchases made by 

men and women, for both types, supermarkets (VuMA, 2019a; VuMA, 2019b) and discounters 

(VuMA, 2019c; VuMA, 2019d), was in 2019 approx. 60% women and approx. 40% men. Thus, 

six women and three man were interviewed. In order to obtain different male perspectives per 

age group, a duplication of age was avoided in the variable gender male.  

Further, three age groups were defined based on previous German retail statistics with a 

range of each 19 years. The classification of the age groups was adopted based on statistics on 

supermarket and discounter consumers in Germany, whereby the main purchasing strength by 

age has been taken into account with 94,70% at an age from 20-79 for supermarkets (VuMA, 

2019e; VuMA, 2019f) and 94,50% at an age from 20-79 for discounters (VuMA, 2019g; 

VuMA, 2019h). In Germany, the age group 20-39 has a proportion of 28,15% in supermarkets 

and 28,55% in discounters (VuMA, 2019e; VuMA, 2019f; VuMA, 2019g; VuMA, 2019h). The 

40-59 age group accounts for 35,75% in supermarkets and 34,20% in discounters (VuMA, 

2019e; VuMA, 2019f; VuMA, 2019g; VuMA, 2019h). The age group, 60-79 years, is 

represented in supermarkets with a share of 30,80% and 31,75% in discounters (VuMA, 2019e; 

VuMA, 2019f; VuMA, 2019g; VuMA, 2019h).  
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3.2.5 Conduction of Semi-Structured Interviews 

Prior to the conduction of interviews, the participants were informed that they will be recorded 

to transcribe the interviews, but that the data would be made anonymous for the study in order 

to prevent biased answers. The participants were also informed that they were not obliged to 

answer questions, but if they did choose to answer, they should be as honest as possible in order 

to get representative results. A total of 11 interviews were completed, two of which were test 

interviews and 9 of which were the main interviews.  

In order not to overwhelm the participant, it was decided to split the interviews so that only 

one interviewer interviewed a participant at a time. The interviewing researcher interviewed 

the participant online, asked questions and conducted the experiment with the participant. 

During the experiment, the screen of the interviewer was split, and the participant was shown 

the corresponding slide. The presented procedure was tested during two test interviews.  

 

Table 3: Test interviews (own illustration). 

 
 

The first test interview was conducted with a man belonging to the first age group (20 - 39 

years). Overall, the interview went very well and, as planned, provided information about the 

areas surveyed.  

The second test interview was conducted with a woman in the second age group (40-59 

years). This interview also went well, no questions had to be adapted, only the PowerPoint of 

the experiment caused difficulties. The PowerPoint presentation was shown to the participant 

through the interviewers shared screen, but here the problem occurred, that the participant 

therefore had to navigate the interviewer e.g. to zoom in on images. The test interview further 

showed that, depending on the internet connection, it was very difficult for the participant to 

see the information on the slides. Thus, it was decided to send the PowerPoint for the main 

interviews to the participants in a password protected file. This way it was possible to avoid 

that the participants saw the experiment beforehand but were able to enlarge the slides 

themselves during the experiment to see all information.  

After conducting the test interviews, the main interviews followed, whose procedure will be 

presented in more detail below. 
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Table 4: Main interviews (own illustration). 

 
 

As described above, the interview participants were selected on the basis of the snowball 

sampling by receiving suggestions from the test interview participants. These two test 

participants each suggested three further participants, of which a total of four interviews were 

conducted. These four participants again each suggested two to three people, of which five 

suitable participants were selected based on gender and age. Since two participants 

unfortunately did not manage to take part in the interview due to lack of time, they were 

replaced by two other participants. The nine main interviews took place in calendar week 19 

and 20 of 2020. In order to guide the reader more fluently through the analysis, the participants 

were assigned fictive names, which are visible in Table 4. From this point onwards, the 

interview participants will be referred to with the above names (Table 4) instead of their 

interview numbers. 

The first interview was conducted with a male person, here named Karl, from the last age 

group, 60-79 years. In the beginning of the interview a few technical difficulties occurred due 

to a poor internet connection on his side. During the interview, Karl showed that he was 

confident in his search for sustainable information and did not deviate from his previously 

defined important sustainability aspects in the experiment on the search process. The change 

from the interviewer's screenshare to the participants' self-interaction with the PowerPoint 

seemed to be a good decision, as the participants were able to interact with the product pictures 

in detail themselves, just like at the POS.  

The second interview took place with a female person, referred to as Anna, from the first 

age group, 20-39 years. Anna was extremely committed and offered the interviewer a lot in the 

open questions. The open-mindedness of Anna provided the interviewer with a good 

opportunity to address individual sustainable aspects.  
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The third interview was also arranged with a female person, named as Lisa, of the second 

age group, 40-59 years. This interview was particularly interesting, as Lisa deviated from 

previously defined aspects of sustainability in the experiment and partly overlooked aspects, 

she previously had named. Overall, this interview was therefore very helpful in terms of the 

search process. 

The fourth interview was conducted with a female person, here named Thea, again within 

the second age group of 40-59 years. At the beginning of the call there seemed to have been 

connectivity problems on Thea’s side but after restarting the router the interview was conducted 

without any problems. Thea was engaged during the entire interview and especially during the 

experiment gave precise insights on her thought process.  

The fifth interview took place with a female person, referred to as Pia, of the first age group, 

20-39 years. The answers of Pia were mostly brief, but to the point. From the interviewer's 

point of view, she was very open-minded and answered the questions honestly. In addition, no 

influence or uncertainty could be perceived by the interviewer through unknown, sustainable 

information.  

The sixth interview was done with a male person, named as Max, within the first age group 

of 20-39 years. Max gave detailed answers to all of the questions and during the first part of 

interview paused for a few seconds time to think, prior to answering the questions asked by the 

interviewer.  

The seventh interview was carried out with a female person, here named Eva, within the 

third age group of 60-79 years. At the beginning Eva acoustically misunderstood some of the 

questions, wherefore the interviewer had to ask again. It should be noted that Eva had a very 

clear attitude towards various sustainable information, from which she did not deviate during 

the interview. 

The eighth interview was again conducted with a female person, referred to as Emma, within 

the third age group, 60-79 years. Emma was familiar with the topic of sustainable food products 

and shared her experience with the researchers in a very structured way. 

The last interview took place with a male person, named Adam, of the second age group, 

40-59 years. Due to a last-minute change of plans on the side of Adam, the interview started at 

9 p.m., two hours later than initially scheduled. Adam was very passionate about the topic of 

sustainable food and was therefore able to share a lot of insights both before and during the 

experiment.  
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3.2.6 Data Analysis 

When it comes to analyzing qualitative data there are two approaches which are commonly 

being used (Bell et al., 2019). These approaches are namely the analytic induction and the 

grounded theory.  

The analytic induction approach is used, when researchers are aiming for an “universal 

explanation of phenomena” (Bell et al., 2019, p. 575) and do not stop collecting data, until they 

have resolved each unsuitable finding regarding their hypothesis by either reformulating or 

redefining the hypothesis. If the hypothesis is redefined, the unsuitable finding, which does not 

fit the hypothesis, is excluded and further data will be collected (Bell et al., 2019).  

Grounded theory on the other hand, describes the process on deriving and justifying research 

results solely on the bases of data, which was gathered during the research (Bell et al., 2019). 

For this reason, to gather the relevant data, the data collection process, the analysis and the 

eventual theory “stand in close relationship to one another” (Bell et al., 2019, p. 576). One of 

the most important aspects of grounded theory is the approach, that the coding of the collected 

data is coded through emerging themes of the data set, rather than using a standardized set of 

codes (Bell et al., 2019). This enables to the researchers to interpret the data and create 

corresponding themes to analyze and gather results. Furthermore, in contrast to the analytic 

induction approach, the grounded theory includes the concept of the theoretical saturation of 

data collection, describing the situation during the data collection process where no new data 

needs to be collected to further answer a research question as this further data collection would 

not deliver new insights (Bell et al., 2019). 

For this thesis, the approach of grounded theory was applied, which influences the coding 

of the data gather through the conduction of the interviews. Before the coding process started, 

the interviews were transcribed in German by the researchers. To code the collected data in the 

style of a grounded theory approach, the most common way is open coding, which can be 

defined as the breakdown of data into units (Saunders et al., 2019).  

 
Figure 2: Structure of open coding process (own illustration based on Khandkar, 2011). 
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Figure 2 expresses the three different steps of open coding (Khandkar, 2011). Here, the first 

step (1) in Figure 2 was to identify codes, which were carried-out through reading the 

transcripts carefully. Therefore, the researchers decided to use in vivo codes, since this coding 

method allows to code statements by the participants in order to keep the intended meaning 

instead of researcher-generated codes (Miles & Huberman, 2014). As an example of the coding 

process, one code by Thea was, “Ich suche nach ökologischen Regalen, die bereits quasi nach 

ökologischen und nachhaltigen Lebensmitteln sortiert sind, weshalb ich ganz gezielt dorthin 

gehe“ translated into English “I’m looking for organic shelves, which are already quasi sorted 

for organic and sustainable food, which is why I go there very specifically”. Organized by using 

the program Microsoft Excel, 749 codes were identified. After completing the open coding 

process, the axial coding and selective coding followed (Saunders et al., 2019). The axial 

coding, see (2) Figure 2, therefore tries to investigate relationships between the codes in order 

to categorize them (Saunders et al., 2019), whereby 11 categories in this thesis coding process 

were found. In this regard, the presented code by Thea, was placed in the category “The POS” 

(Figure 3). The selective coding in the end provides core categories also known as patterns 

(Saunders et al., 2019), shown as (3) in Figure 2. Thus, during the selective coding four patterns 

were defined, which can be seen together with the 11 identified categories in Figure 3. 

 
Figure 3: Coding categories and patterns (own illustration). 
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3.2.7 Trustworthiness 

In order to declare a study as trustworthy, four key criterions should be taken under 

consideration: credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985).  

Credibility refers to how credible the findings are in regard to the empirical method chosen 

by the researchers (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). With regard to this study, the use of a literature 

review and a theoretical research model as a base, as well as the method of semi-structured 

interviews turned out to be the right choice, since the interviews provided data to build on 

previous studies and also to discover new aspects. Particularly, due to the fact that interviews 

were conducted, the in vivo code method was used to ensure that the statements of the 

participants were not taken out of context during the analysis and were easily translatable into 

English without losing or changing their meaning. In addition, this is a study conducted by two 

researchers, which also increased the credibility.  

Transferability in regard to qualitative studies is difficult to achieve, since the results of a 

qualitative study in contrast to quantitative studies, are often not generalizable (Saunders et al., 

2019). It can only be attempted to generalize the study results and apply them to other situations 

and contexts, which may lead to transferability of the results. Thus, while a qualitative study 

cannot definitively prove that results based on the interpretation of data are transferable, 

researchers can work out that this is likely to be the case. With regard to the transferability of 

this study, it should therefore be emphasized that the participant selection for the interviews 

was carried out specifically via snowball sampling in order to exclude bias from the researchers 

in advance. Accordingly, only the test participants were known to the researchers. In addition, 

the topic of sustainability as such is a major trend, especially in Germany, so it was not difficult 

to find people who consciously buy sustainable food. Further, care was taken to ensure that any 

bias of the participants with regard to the products shown could be avoided as far as possible 

in the experiment, through the password protected PowerPoint presentation. Moreover, only 

people who shop both in supermarkets and discount stores were surveyed. In order to further 

increase the transferability of the participants' statements, it was ensured that the nine 

participants fit in with the German population of the purchasing persons in terms of age groups 

and gender, wherefore a transferability as high as possible is given. 

Reliability, as the third criterion, is part of trustworthiness and stands for the consistency of 

data collection (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). However, consistency during semi-structured 

interviews is questionable. The researchers therefore made sure that the questions of the 
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interview guide were answered directly or indirectly by the participant, which represents a 

certain consistency during the interviews. The experiment was also carried out with all 

participants and again, care was taken to ensure that each slide and question was considered. 

However, it is questionable whether this consistency would be given if the study were repeated, 

since firstly, the participants are human beings who were asked to answer the questions based 

on their personal experiences, attitudes and current state of knowledge. Especially with regard 

to the latter, an exact consistency of the study will not be possible again, as the participants 

may have remembered the experiment and its "solutions". Furthermore, the trend of 

sustainability is a constantly evolving topic, which is why it is possible that the knowledge of 

the participants may have changed with regard to some of the statements mentioned. 

Nevertheless, the interviews made it possible to identify transferable results with regard to the 

consumer's understanding of sustainable information, which would certainly also occur if the 

study were repeated, albeit with different statements from the participants. 

The last criterion is the confirmability of the study results, which refers to the objectivity of 

the researchers and the possible replicability of third parties (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

Accordingly, the influence of the researchers on the study is considered here. With regard to 

this study, it can be stated that the researchers, both in the experiment and in the interview, 

attached importance to making it clear to the participants that there were no correct or incorrect 

answers. During the entire interview the participants were asked to express themselves freely. 

In some cases, statements were made that did not exactly fall into the scope of this thesis, such 

as statements regarding price. In this case the researchers did not interrupt the participants but 

let them finish and merely steered them in the desired direction by repeating the question. If 

the question was still not answered completely, this was also taken into account as part of the 

findings and the participant was not asked again in order not to influence the interview flow 

and not to increase the importance of the questions in the participant's mind. In addition, 

statements regarding various sustainable information were taken up by the interviewers without 

comment, so that the participant had the feeling and the opportunity to speak as freely as 

possible. However, complete objectivity cannot be achieved in a qualitative study, so it is 

certainly possible that the participants were unintentionally influenced by the interviewers. 

 

3.2.8 Ethical Consideration  

A qualitative study, as in this case with semi-structured interviews and thus direct contact with 

people, requires the consideration of ethical values. Bell et al. (2019) stated that it is important 
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to ensure that the participants in the study are treated ethically correct, as well as the data 

collected or used.  

In relation to this study this means that the participants have been informed after they have 

expressed interest in participating, that participation in the study is voluntary and that the 

interview will take place via an online communication tool. If they agreed and a time for the 

interview was found, the participants were sent an email informing them in advance that the 

interview will contain an experiment and that they should download a password protected 

PowerPoint presentation needed for the experiment, before the interview. In order not to 

influence the participants in advance, they were then given the password to unlock the 

presentation during the interview. The participants were also informed upfront that they could 

stop the interview at any time and that their data would be included in the study in an 

anonymized form, which meant that their statements could only be traced back to their age and 

gender, but not to them as persons. The anonymization was particularly important to the 

researchers, as it was a study about consumer behavior and the researchers hoped that this 

would give them a better chance of receiving open and honest answers from the participants. 

Furthermore, the participants were asked before the start of the interview whether it was okay 

for them to be recorded during the interview for the purpose of transcribing and analyzing the 

data.  

As there were two researchers and a qualitative study cannot exclude the possibility of the 

interviewer influencing the participants, care was taken to ensure that the researchers 

distributed the interview participants among themselves as evenly as possible in terms of age 

group and gender. In addition, the participants were informed in advance about the subject of 

the study, without revealing the full extent of the study's aim, in order to not influence the 

participants responses. The participants were therefore informed that the interview will be about 

sustainable food in German supermarkets and discounters, and that they are being interviewed 

as a person who is interested in sustainability. 
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4. Analysis 
In the following chapter the findings of the conducted semi-structured interviews will be 

analyzed. Thus, the chapter is structured following the coded patterns, “motivation”, “search 

process”, “evaluation process” as well as “differences between supermarkets and 

discounters” (see Figure 3). The coded categories, each belonging to a presented pattern, will 

be addressed in the corresponding subchapters of this analysis and form the structure of this 

chapter. 

 

4.1 Motivation 

When asked about their motivations to consider sustainable food products at the POS, the 

participants responses were matching the, in chapter one defined, themes of sustainability. 

Therefore, the participants responses were coded in categories, named identically as the three 

themes: the environment, animal welfare and social aspects. 

 

4.1.1 The Environment 

The first motivation, to protect the environment, was named by the majority of participants 

whereby it became apparent, that buying sustainable food products to protect the environment 

has several sub aspects.  

One aspect mentioned by Eva, which was attributed to protecting the environment through 

purchasing ecological food products, was that these contain less or no harmful substances and 

have a higher quality than by law required as minimum. The aspect of less harmful ingredients 

was also mentioned by Max, who further stated that “when buying food in particular, the own 

health” was his motivation as he stated, “because I assume that the ingredients are also better”. 

Moreover, Lisa explained that a motivation for ecological food products was that these do “not 

utilize as many resources as water or CO2” which has a positive effect on the climate.  

A further aspect belonging to the motivation of protecting the environment was named to be 

packaging. By paying attention to products with less packaging which results in less waste, 

Thea and Adam expressed the importance of environment-friendly packaging, such as reusable 

packaging. Another aspect to protect the environment was stated by Anna to support regional 

food due to the shorter transport distance of the food products, which for her also leads to higher 

freshness: “if it's regional of course, it's also a bit fresher than when it was transported halfway 

around the world” . In this regard, Anna also hinted at perceived taste benefits of ecological 

food, which strengthen the research by Hughner et al. (2007) who stated that consumers 
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perceive ecological food to be of better taste than conventional products. The aforementioned 

motivation strengthens the findings by Hughner et al. (2007) who stated all of the mentioned 

aspects, except the motivation of Thea and Adam to consider products with reusable packaging 

in order to avoid excessive recycling. The fact that this was not explicitly mentioned in Hughner 

et al.’s (2007) research can be seen as an indicator, that thirteen years ago, reusable packaging 

and recycling was not as prominent in the consumer’s mind as it is today.  

 

4.1.2 Animal Welfare 

When it comes to animal welfare, as another theme of sustainable food (Seo et al., 2016), about 

half of the participants named this theme to be among their motivations to consume sustainable 

food products. Eva thus stated referring to her motivation “when I think about animal 

production in particular, I hereby think it is also important to me that I can support animal 

welfare with my purchases”, which is in line with Karl and Lisa, who declared as reasons for 

considering animal welfare, that paying attention to sustainability when buying food products, 

which contain products of animals, were their way to influence the welfare of these animals. 

Another aspect here, were the fewer substances, in case of ecological products, as Lisa stated 

as her motivation to consume sustainable food “In the first place, I think, uh, because of the 

animals, that the animal husbandry is good and that I would not eat so much medicine with the 

meat”, which also refers to health aspects. All mentioned motivation, reconfirm the findings 

stated by Hughner et al. (2007) who further distinguished that the concern over animal welfare, 

as a motivation to consume products which respect the animal welfare, is further categorized 

into food quality, and “humane treatment of livestock” (Hughner et al., 2007, p. 102). Both of 

these categories could be found in the statements of Karl and Lisa and therefore still are of 

importance to German consumers.  

 

4.1.3 Social Aspects 

When it comes to regional products, not only the environment played a role but for two thirds 

of the interviewed consumers, also the desire to protect and support local farmers and local 

food producers mattered, as Anna stated, “I want them to be successful and have money”. 

Emma also argued that it is important for her, that “the farmers, who are in the proximity, are 

protected, and supported”. These aspects therefore demonstrate social commitment by the 

participants engaging in sustainable food consumption. With regard to social aspects, Karl also 

expressed the motivation of fair working conditions, while referring to products farmed and 
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produced in developing countries. It can therefore be stated that social aspects are considered 

as a motivation for engaging in sustainable food consumption by consumers.  

Another motivation which came out of the interviews with German consumers was that the 

consumers considered sustainable products for the sake of being part of something bigger, than 

themselves. This became visible through a statement by Pia: 

“My motivation is that everyone can participate in the big picture. I believe that everyone 

can help with the issue of sustainability and that this is how you can make a difference”. 

Thea also referred to her motivation as to “do my part” and Adam defined his motivation as 

“simply to have a better conscience”, which can be seen as an indication that guilt seems to 

play a role for buying sustainable food products. Noteworthy to mention as a finding of this 

section is that four participants, so almost half of the interviewed consumers indicated that their 

motivation for consuming sustainable products were to be part of the bigger picture, 

sustainability, thus there can be a sense of responsibility derived from these interview responses 

among German consumers.  

The motivation to support local food producers is strengthening research by Hughner et al. 

(2007) who stated a tendency of consumers supporting food products produced in the local 

economy. Karl’s motivation to pay attention to working conditions for farm workers contributes 

to findings by Grunert et al. (2014) who previously stated this aspect as a motivation to consider 

sustainable food products. Interestingly, the motivation referring to considering these products 

to partake in the bigger movement of sustainability, Pia’s point, that she feels that everyone has 

to do his share of sustainable consumption for the greater good, was not mentioned in in 

Hughner et al.‘s (2007) extensive literature-based research. This indicates, that for German 

consumers, not only the motivation exists to buy a product which brings personal benefits to 

them such as better health, or caring about animals or worker’s rights, but also the motivation 

to do good for the society.  

 

4.2 The Search Process 

The search process as the second of five stages of consumers’ decision-making (Engel et al., 

1978), was tested during the experiment (see Appendix 3) by showing the participant images 

of shelves, price tags as well as different products. Therefore, all available information in 

regard to sustainability were identified and discussed, before the evaluation process took place. 

According to the pattern “search process” (see figure 3), this chapter is divided into the 

categories: “external influences”, “the POS” and “the product”. 
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4.2.1 External Influences on the Search Process 

In the interview, the participants were asked whether they can name influences unaided, that 

affect their search for sustainable food. Anna and Emma mentioned advertising as an 

influencing factor, as it draws attention to new, sustainable products. Regarding the influences 

defined by Howard-Sheth (1969), this influence can be defined as symbolic input stimuli. 

Another symbolic input stimulus, stated by the interviewed consumers, were reports in the 

media in various forms, such as TV, radio or the Internet. But the influence of these media on 

consumer behavior varies according to the participants' own statements. According to this, Eva 

stated, for example, that the media only have a minor influence on her purchasing behavior, as 

she trusts herself and her own knowledge more. Lisa and Pia, on the other hand, stated that they 

specifically look for information on sustainability in the media to gain further knowledge and 

then take this into account when looking for sustainable food products at the POS. Accordingly, 

the influence of the media seems to be greater for Lisa and Pia. Thea on the other hand 

responded by stating that she only trusts information about sustainability when it has been 

officially confirmed by the government. Accordingly, she gave as an example that she only 

paid attention to the new German label for animal welfare, which indicates the farming methods 

of the animals on the meat product, when the label was officially approved by the German 

consumer minister. This phenomenon of consumers, only trusting official labels, approved by 

the government, was researched by Kim et al. (2008) in regard to Japanese consumers and thus 

also applies to German consumers. 

Furthermore, Eva for example explained a conflict which arose when seeing products with 

the label of animal husbandry in supermarkets and discounters:  

“I still see a difficulty, for example, since last year, there has been an agreement between 

large trade chains on the declaration of animal husbandry forms and I think it is a bit of a - 

how do I put it - a cover-up, because we have the husbandry form scale from 1-4, but I have 

now checked more often and I have only ever found husbandry form 1, which means that the 

minimum requirement is met by the legal minimum requirement. But you are not allowed to 

sell or produce anything under that form 1 anyway, so that is why it is a bit of a rip-off for 

consumers, if you do not offer the other types of husbandry at the same time. (...) So, if I make 

a scale from 1 - 4 but offer only form 1 for 90% of the products, then I could have left it out”. 

Thus, the external influence, in this case the agreement between the meat industry and retail 

chains to include this certification standard on meat products, which in the eyes of Eva is “a bit 

of a rip-off” actually negatively influenced her perception on the animal welfare label as it did 
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not meet her expectations, which she developed when hearing about this certification. This 

shows a certain concern of consumers to trust sustainable that is not helpful, which strengthen 

the study of Sirieix et al. (2013) and their findings that consumers need some kind of proof in 

order to see a sustainable information as credible because otherwise they feel manipulated. 

Sirieix et al. (2013) related this to the retailer but following the above example this can also be 

related to the government. 

Next to the present trust issues of consumers, the fact that participants all stated media as an 

influence, shows the desire for gaining knowledge, which seems to play a major role in the field 

of sustainability. Kemp et al. (2010) researched that the consumers seeking for information is 

influenced by different influencing factors of each individual, which was found to be true, since 

the media's influence on the consumers is perceived differently by each consumer as well as 

many participants named their own experience or knowledge as an influence. The consumers 

experience and knowledge combine various factors, such as the symbolic stimuli already 

mentioned, whereby knowledge can be expanded through media, but also the significant input 

stimuli, which represents the connection to a brand or product, as well as the social input 

stimuli, which describes the influence of the family or social class. The significant input stimuli 

are also reflected in the fact that Anna and Eva named specific brands, which they would not 

buy despite various sustainability declarations, because they distrust these brands.  

The external influences on the consumer during the search process at the POS are therefore 

complex. How the consumers handled the influences during the experiment and if the influence 

of the media was as big as some of the participants stated before the experiment, will be 

analyzed in the following subchapter. 

  

4.2.2 The POS 

The search process at the POS begins when the consumer enters a retail store. In this context, 

one third of interviewed consumers stated, that the organic areas at the POS are of help when 

searching for sustainable products. Thea even declared,  

“I’m looking for organic shelves, which are already quasi sorted for organic and 

sustainable food, which is why I go there very specifically”, 

wherefore she defined shelves without this separation as “hodgepodge”. This is in line with 

Anna and Eva, stating that they find it annoying to search for sustainable products on a mixed 

shelf, where both sustainable and conventional products are presented. This shows that some 

consumers are already used to the separation of sustainable and conventional food. 
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Furthermore, despite posters and sign at the POS in general and on the shelves, which were 

declared as important by Hoogland (2007), it turned out that especially the color green seemed 

to help the consumers as an orientation at the POS. Almost half of the participants mentioned 

the color as a support during the search process when asked about supporting means of their 

search process at the POS prior to the experiment. This number increased during the experiment 

to two thirds, so more than half of the participants named the green color as a supportive 

information. Therefore, shelves marked as organic as well as designed in green, are helping the 

consumer during their search process to find sustainable products, which strengthens the study 

by Saber and Weber (2019a). But this does not necessarily always have to be positive as in the 

case of green and organic, as Adam argued that he finds eye-catching colors, also red, so present 

on the shelf that they distract him. According to this, a mixed shelf can not only prolong the 

consumer's search for sustainable products, as negatively mentioned by Anna and Eva, but it 

can also negatively influence the search for sustainable food, as the consumer is distracted by 

colors of other products that are too prominent. This phenomenon was investigated by Buerke 

(2016), in regard to different shelves and retailers. Thus, our study shows, that four years later 

some consumers still get distracted by information on conventional products despite the fact, 

that the retailers implemented green colors as a help to guide the consumer.  

Besides, Lisa stated, retailers marking shelves with locally produced food products are of 

help during the search process, which one third of the participants also mentioned. But here, 

some consumers had their first doubts about the declaration, due to the fact that they cannot 

always understand exactly where the supposedly local products come from. There seems to be 

a lack of transparency here, as both Lisa and Emma find it sometimes difficult to find regional 

products, as they are often not satisfied with the presented information about the origin. 

Therefore, in case of the origin, being Germany, this considered as sufficient for these 

participants to define the product as local. It should therefore be noted, that the term local is not 

always understood in the same way, which could also be due to the fact that there are no such 

labels for products that define production within a specific radius, which was criticized by Karl. 

In contrast to Saber and Weber (2019a), who researched a general lack of information at the 

POS, our study shows that the participants lack information in form of specific declarations 

like the region of origin.  

Labels, as Karl mentioned, can be a further help during the consumers search process at the 

POS, placed by the retailers next to the price tags as help to identify the product as sustainable. 

Emma therefore stated,  
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“I look specifically first of all where the symbols are, how the products are packed, how 

the products are presented and first of all I would say you go where it’s green, sometimes 

there are entire green areas”. 

During the experiment, this was also confirmed by almost half of the participants, who 

mentioned the European organic label as important information when looking at the shelves. 

That shows, that besides the design of organic areas and green shelves a further support for the 

consumer is the label as such, located at the shelf, which strengthens the Japanese study by Kim 

et al. (2008) again, arguing that the consumers follow official labels of trust. Those labels are 

often placed close to price tags or even on price tags (see Appendix 3), wherefore the price tag 

will be considered next. 

Price tags in particular are considered in more detail, since they are often the only further 

information source for consumers in regard to the specific product (Buerke, 2016). Price tags 

therefore were investigated during the experiment in more detail, to test if the participants were 

able to find sustainable information on them, as a support for their search process. Here again, 

first the color was mentioned, this time the green color of the price tags, which referred to 

organic food. These price tags cannot only be found in organic areas but more importantly on 

mixed shelves, as Anna stated to be important. However, this partly lead to a fixation on the 

green price tags during the search process, Lisa therefore said, referring to her personal 

experience, that in reality she would have not looked more closely at the second cheese product, 

due to the fact that the price tag was white and therefore did not signal sustainability to her. But 

on closer inspection of the price tag, she saw that sustainable aspects could also be found in 

regard to the second cheese product such as "fair" (see Appendix 3.1), which she said she would 

not have been able to see at the POS since she only searched for products with green price tags. 

Without wanting to anticipate here, Lisa even identified the second cheese product as more 

sustainable in the end. This shows that consumers associate sustainability with the green price 

tags and specifically look for those products, but therefore maybe overlook other sustainable 

options that do not have a green price tag from the supermarket or discounter. A problem which 

occurs due to this finding, is the fact, that it seemed that only products get the green price tag, 

which are organic, accordingly consumers inevitably associate sustainability with organic and 

do overlook products with other sustainable characteristics, apart from organic production.  

Apart from the color of the price tag, it was further analyzed whether there is additional 

information on the price tags in the form of words, that help the consumer to find sustainable 
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information, which Max confirmed, through stating that he searches for words, which he 

associates sustainability with, besides colors and labels. 

“I then go to the cheese shelf and scan for these attributes, (...) words like organic, natural 

– yes actually probably even "Bio" (German short form for organic) as the word where one 

would look for scanning, what is left from the shelf”. 

But in contrast to Max, most of the participants were considering the terminology on the price 

tags as not so trustworthy. Karl thus expressed mistrust of the words used on the price tags. 

Accordingly, he states that he would only trust terms such as organic or fair if there were 

corresponding labels on the product, which shows, that he did not see the price labels alone as 

a source of information, which stands in contrast to Buerke (2016) arguing for the importance 

of price tags in order to inform the consumer. In addition, Karl stated, 

“Actually, I have to look at the product anyway and I can't be influenced by the price tag 

at all. Therefore, it contains too little information except the price”. 

Taking into account the fact that the prices were covered during the experiment, which is why 

the participant was not able to see them, this means that Karl did not find any information on 

the price labels that he considered as relevant for the search of sustainable products. But this 

was not a one-time extreme, as Eva was also critical of the information shown on the price tags. 

Adam not only distrusted the information on the price tags in the form of literal declarations, 

but also labels placed by the retailer next to the price tag and considered all this to be pure 

marketing strategy. What is interesting here is that some consumers accepted the retailer's help 

in the form of sustainable areas and also colored labels on the shelf, but do not consider the 

price tags to be a relevant indication. In addition, the consumers were irritated by abbreviations 

that are not common. Only in relation to the product could a connection be established here, 

which shows that the price tag often does not serve as a support for the consumer to search for 

products, but only as a support to search for the price. Furthermore, Karl, Thea and Emma 

found the price tag not transparent in regard to the country of origin, as this information is 

hardly indicated. According to this, if the consumer, for example due to his own motivation, 

pays attention to locally produced food or generally to short transport distances, in these cases 

he or she must always look at the product and cannot draw conclusions about the sustainability 

of the product based on the price tag. Accordingly, the question also arises as to what one of 

the terms "fair" as lettering or additional marking with an "organic label" helps if the consumer, 

according to his own motivation, has to look at the product again anyway. Buerke’s (2016) 

findings that consumers use the price tags to gain further information like the products 
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production or country of origin could thus not be confirmed, since the participants often did not 

trust the information about the production without the certifications on the product and 

furthermore some participants stated, that they were dissatisfied with the declarations on price 

tags when it comes to the country of origin.  

Another way to search for sustainable products in front of the shelf is to look at the product 

directly. Seo et al. (2016) expressed in their study that aspects like the packaging influenced 

the consumers already in the search process without looking at the product more closely, which 

also was the case during the experiment. Lisa and Thea therefore stated, that depending on the 

product category, non-packaged food, such as vegetables and fruit, can also stand out 

positively, as it was then considered as more sustainable than packaged food due to the absence 

of plastic for example. This was also confirmed by Max, who specified that, in the case of 

apples, care should be taken to ensure that they are not packaged, whereby the organic or 

regional aspect is therefore of secondary importance to him.  

If the consumer was triggered to take a closer look at a product, regardless of whether he 

was attracted by the shelf, the price tag or the product itself, the search for information on the 

product itself follows.  

  

4.2.3 The Product 

In the following the search process in regard to the different products, tested during the 

experiment, will be analyzed.  To structure this subchapter, it was divided into the four different 

product categories: “Cheese”, “Coffee”, “Meat” and “Apples” (see Appendix 3). 

  

Product Category: Cheese 

For the first product category it appeared, that the most important sustainable information for 

the consumers were the ones referring to the organic nature on the first product and fair, related 

to animal welfare on the second product (see Appendix 3.1).  

Beginning with the brand name of the first cheese, Eva and Thea associated several aspects 

of sustainability already with the brand name “GutBio”. By decoding the brand name into parts, 

like Eva did for example, 

“with GutBio that one associates with this name (…) a good quality, on the one hand, the 

“Gut” as an adjective (good), on the other hand, possibly the “Gut” as the manor, i.e. the 

small production under certain circumstances, so that on the one hand the production or 
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husbandry form is in the foreground, but it is also suggested that this is under certain 

circumstances a good farm product.”. 

Moreover, the brand name in connection with the image of a farm-resembling landscape, which 

can be considered as a word-image brand, furthermore positively influenced Lisa and Max, 

wherefore Lisa stated, “the brand name and then an organic farm, so a nice landscape, that 

appeals to me personally very much” and therefore she even identified the landscape as 

indication of the organic dimension. These associations by the consumers are an example for 

what Hoogland et al. (2007) stated in their study, that consumers make use of every piece of 

information which indicates sustainability to them. In this context, the participants used the 

brand name of the cheese product and associated sustainability with it, which supports the 

finding of Kemp et al. (2010) who stated that information pieces, such as the brand name, are 

interpreted and mediated with the consumer's individual beliefs.  

Next to the brand name and its associations on the sustainability of the first Cheese, the 

European organic label was mentioned as a helpful sustainable information by more than two 

thirds of the consumers which confirms findings by Seo et al. (2016) that consumers orientate 

themselves among labels during their search. Adam surprisingly did not find this label, but then 

stated another information to be important for him as a proof of the brand name, indicating 

organic production, 

“Because I can't find this typical certification symbol, I move to find the detailed 

information. This means that this product would not go unseen into my shopping cart without 

further information, which here is now “kontrollierte ökologische Erzeugung” (controlled 

organic production). That means the sentence, the claim is important”. 

Hoogland et al. (2007) researched the role of claims of sustainability in this context and 

concluded that claims should elaborate further information on product characteristics, in order 

to be supportive. The fact that Adam stated the claim as important after not finding the desired 

information, stands in contrast to the Japanese study by Kim et al. (2008), arguing that the 

consumer needs official labels, but strengthens Hoogland et al.’s (2007) result and the relevance 

of claims. Moreover, Adam’s behavior points out that missing information, from the 

consumer’s perspective, is mediated or substituted with other pieces of information on the 

product. 

Despite to the positive associations on the first cheese products brand, the brand name of the 

second cheese product "Fair und Gut" (fair and good), caused mistrust in the eyes of Karl, Anna 

and Eva, because after associating the word “fair” with Fairtrade they did not find a label that 
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confirmed the fair production conditions. Consequently, they declared the second cheese 

product, based on the misleading brand name, as not trustworthy in terms of sustainability. Karl 

stated, “fair and good says nothing for me, I wouldn't trust that, that is not a certified label”. 

Adam also challenged the credibility of the brand name of the second cheese product and stated 

his believe that the brand name was chosen for marketing reasons. Sirieix et al. (2013), showed 

in their study that due to the occurring distrust of non-certified information, the consumers need 

further information to restore credibility. Through the inclusion of the ATC QR-Code which 

stands for Aldi Transparency Code (Adou & Emmermann, 2017) on the second cheese product, 

the consumers would have been able to gain more information about the cheese, but 

surprisingly none of the consumers were willing to scan the code, since they refused to put 

extra effort or time on the search process. This finding of our study specifies the finding by 

Sirieix et al. (2013) that the consumers not only need more information but also this information 

needs to be easily accessible.  

Furthermore, although there were several explanations next to the brand name explaining 

what the manufacturer meant with “Fair & Good” such as for example “More room in the 

stables” Eva stated, that the aspect and promotion of fair production standards for a product, 

which was produced in Germany where production and employment standards are high, did 

not play a significant role, compared to other products where this would be more applicable for 

her such as coffee and roses. This shows that fair production for her, is an aspect which only 

needs to be considered when buying products from abroad, where the production process and 

the employment conditions might be questionable or not evaluable. This was found to be the 

first indication by a participant, that the aspects considered on a product to determine its 

sustainability may differ depending on the product category. The fact that the claims of the 

second cheese product were not considered as supportive information signaling the products 

sustainability, highlight the spin-off effect of one negative association of a piece of information, 

such as the perceived untrustworthy brand name, on other presented information. Here, the 

general doubt or the lack of a label for the participants was so decisive that the claims could 

not establish credibility or trust either. For other consumers on the other hand the label of animal 

welfare as a sign of trust in regard to the brand name on the second cheese, due to the fact that 

the label was declaring “Für mehr Tierschutz” (for more animal protection), wherefore they 

connected the “fair” to the animal welfare. Moreover, Lisa and Thea mentioned both, the animal 

welfare label as well as the label “Ohne Gentechnik” (without genetic agriculture) to be helpful 

in their search. Eva, again being generally negative towards the second cheese product, stated 
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that she found the latter label to be not of high informative value as she believed “almost no 

cheese with genetic agriculture exists in Germany”. These strongly contradicting perceptions 

by the consumers, stress the diversity of individuals, wherefore the search process differs from 

consumer to consumer based on his or her beliefs and attitudes as also found by Kemp et al. 

(2010). 

  

Product Category: Coffee 

The second tested product category in the experiment was coffee (Appendix 3.2). With regard 

to the first coffee product, Anna and Lisa mentioned the green “Edeka” supermarket logo in 

the brand name “Edeka Bio” to be a first indicator of sustainability to them as well as Max 

explained that he first saw the large placement of the word “Bio” (organic) within the brand 

name. Besides the brand name of the first coffee, the European organic label was mentioned by 

all participants in regard to both products and therefore stating the popularity of the label, as 

well as the strong signal of sustainability in the consumer's mind which again supports the 

research of Kim et al. (2008) that stated governmental to be of higher trustworthiness. 

Furthermore, all participants mentioned the Fairtrade label as signal of sustainability on the 

first coffee product, however only Anna and Max, did specifically address the claim on the 

packaging’ front and back which contained the word “Fairtrade” as transporter of sustainability. 

This could be seen as low influence of claims for fostering and establishing credible 

information due to the fact that the other participants did not mention it as they believed it to 

be a not relevant piece of information. On the other hand, all consumers mentioned the Fairtrade 

label, which was placed only a few centimeters below the claim. According to Hoogland et al. 

(2007) claims should provide further information on product characteristics which was not the 

case here and therefore states that the majority of the consumers did not find this claim 

informative.  

The WWF label, as additional label on the first coffee product, contained information about 

the partnership of the supermarket chain “Edeka” and the “World Wide Fund For Nature” for 

the promotion of organic products. This label caused different reactions. Lisa for example 

thought highly of the WWF label, 

"Oh great, there's the WWF label again. As I said, I immediately believe this WWF sign. 

It's good for the animals and that's great“. 

Accordingly, Lisa consciously looked for the label and considered it as relevant for identifying 

a product as sustainable. In contrast to Eva, who first overlooked this label on the first product 
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and stated, when she was asked about the reason, that for her the WWF label symbolized 

anything but sustainability and was therefore not relevant for her search process. She was of 

the opinion "that the WWF label has also been awarded more often where it is somewhat 

problematic" , which is why she doubted its validity. This expressed an external influence, 

wherefore she doubted the credibility of the label due to previous gained knowledge. It remains 

to state at this point, that some participants seemingly were struggling with the amount of 

information on the coffee products, due to the fact that the interviewer had asked the 

participants many times, why they missed certain displayed information. 

This argument was confirmed by Max who stated that “one is overloaded with information 

I would like to say here”, which can be seen as an indication of information overload caused 

by the multiple pieces of information (Buerke, 2016). Buerke (2016) stated, that if there are too 

much information on a product, the consumer gets confused or aborts the buying process., 

Through the example of Eva, consumers found a solution to avoid information overload, 

leading to consumer confusion, by focusing only on information relevant to them. 

Another interesting aspect in regard to coffee was the label of “small producers“, which 

showed the support of small farmers, which was positively mentioned by all participants, except 

Max who in general found the information on both coffee products as too much. No one did 

know the label of small producers before, indicating the fair-trade aspect of the product. A 

statement of Thea offered an explanation for the mostly positive association of this unknown 

label, as she stated to feel informed about the label by just reading the information in textual 

form on the product. This shows a spin-off effect from other perceived credible information by 

this participant, positively influencing the fact that the small producer label was not known to 

her before. Eva also analyzed the content of the small producer label together with the added 

information on the products packaging about the label and identified this information as 

indicator of fair trade in order better make use of this information piece. The added information 

on the packaging in form of claims did therefore, as Hoogland et al. (2007) stated, helped to 

foster comprehension on the products sustainability. 

  

Product Category: Meat 
The third investigated category during the experiment was meat (see Appendix 3.3). In regard 

to the first meat product, the organic minced meat, the consumers associated the name 

“NaturPur” (pure nature) positively. Lisa interpreted the name as, “NaturPur, pure nature 

(repeats the brand name more slowly), wonderful. I think that's really good” , as well as Thea, 
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who directly connected the brand name to a sustainable aspect, wherefore she expressed, 

“NaturPur, well, that directly says nature and organic”. These statements by Lisa and Thea 

again underline the association of individual beliefs to the brand name as Kemp et al. (2010) 

concluded in their research. In Karl’s opinion, the brand name also lead to a positive approval, 

but according to him, this was only the case because he considered the brand name to be 

confirmed on the basis of the labels, because the product was further labelled as organic, thus 

referring to the finding of the need for more information in case of the occurrence of distrust or 

lack of sustainable information which was researched by Sirieix et al. (2013). Accordingly, 

Thea stated the following in regard to the labels found on the search process for sustainable 

information at the first product, 

"Here, we have very nice labels, I don't know the top one, the one with the bird. 

Agriculture for biodiversity, husbandry 4 four, organic, the “WWF” label. So, these would be 

for me the very quickly recognizable, if I really take this into my hands now and look at it for 

a very, very long time I have of course more information, that's clear. But when I stand there 

at the point of sale and don't have much time, no, then it's all about what jumps out at me 

first. That's it". 

When she first mentioned sustainable information, she directly saw husbandry, organic, and 

the WWF. However, the label for biodiversity seemed to be new to her, which is why it is 

specifically interesting that she included it among the labels that she first noticed during the 

search process. The label about biodiversity would not have been important to her as sustainable 

information, as she later stated, but it seemed to have influenced her. This label also influenced 

Lisa and Eva, despite the fact that they did not know the label before, they named it helpful. 

Therefore, new or unknown labels can have a positive influence on the search process for 

sustainable food if the other pieces of information are known to the consumer and considered 

as helpful for the search process. This could also be investigated through the search process of 

Lisa, 

"Premium (refers to the highest form of husbandry of the first product) is very good and 

organic (...) then there is more information about “WWF”. It is a unique model project, so it 

must be new. Then there is the issue of agriculture for biodiversity, which is also very new for 

me. And you can also have a look at the website. It's quite convincing". 

However, this positive effect only corresponded to the consumers who knew the label of 

husbandry before. Karl and Pia lacked an explanation or a supporting claim to the label since, 

they did not know the different forms and therefore wondered about the definitions of the 
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different forms thus, this lack of information to understand a specific label strengthens the 

research by Hu et al. (2012) who stated that labels with added information through claims, 

drastically increased the comprehension of such certification labels. Adam further expressed in 

regard to the husbandry label, 

“I think I felt for it once and thought form 1 is something great, so this is the highest form. 

But there I was also very hectic, I noticed that I was wrong at home. Since then, (....) the 

farming method, is the most relevant for me. If it is declared as form 1, then the search is 

immediately aborted for the product”. 

The husbandry form 1, which Adam is referring to here was given on the second meat product. 

Adam's feeling of being trapped by the product was analyzed by Wasserman (2009) as a risk 

when manufacturers present their information too intransparent. According to the scholar, the 

consumer has the feeling of being tricked, which is why he will avoid the product in the future. 

Besides the lowest husbandry form, which was defined by all participants to be 

unsustainable, the participants further investigated the brand name. Emma felt that the brand 

name "Gut und Günstig" (good and cheap) was misleading in connection to meat as she stated, 

"meat cannot be good and cheap" and therefore she rejected the product in advance. This 

negative association of the brand showed during the experiment, that Lisa had the same 

negative association with the brand “Gut und Günstig”, wherefore she for example even 

distrusted the official “QS” label, which stands for German quality standards in production. 

Lisa concluded that the “QS” label seemed to her like “a simply invented design element" which 

shows that Lisa could not detach herself from the negative overall impression of the product 

brand and even doubted official labels due her of fear being manipulated, which also was a 

finding of Sirieix et al. (2013).  

The information, which was unmentioned, but stated on both products was the possibility of 

checking the website or screening the QR-Code on the product. When asked about it, this 

possibility here was rejected by all of the participants, except of Anna, as the effort would be 

too great at the POS, which again indicates that the consumers often desire information which 

they can process fast.  

 

Product Category: Apples 
In regard to the apple products tested during the experiment (see Appendix 3.4), the sustainable 

information found by the participants on the first product was only the country of origin, 

Germany, which was stated as relevant by all participants.  
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Since the brand did not seem to be important to the consumers in regard to apples. The type 

of the first apples, mentioned by Anna, influenced her search process since her family prefers 

this type of apples and thus shows a social input stimulus which. Furthermore, through 

identifying the type, she positively recognized the product as being a domestic product, which 

showed her motivation to buy local. The aspect of regionality was further mentioned by Lisa, 

who said "if they are from Germany, I know that they have not come by plane before, but they 

are in plastic, so therefore it evens out". The transportation aspect was also mentioned by Thea, 

who believed that the positive aspect of local cultivation is cancelled out by the plastic 

packaging. The aspect of regionality mentioned here in connection with the first apple product 

supports the motivation stated by the consumers, as well as research by Hughner et al. (2007) 

to consume regional products to avoid long transportation ways. However, after examining all 

information, the plastic packaging in the end concerned all of the participants, wherefore they 

doubted the sustainability of the apples as the packaging was found to be unsustainable.  

On the second product, the aspect that immediately struck the participants was the organic 

declaration of the second product. In contrast to the first apple product, the second product was 

transported a long way due to the fact, that the country of origin was Chile. This information 

caused different reactions on the consumers, wherefore Adam immediately rejected the product 

as being sustainable and Lisa seemingly thought about the impact of transportation on the 

sustainability of the product,  

“I don't know where you can check it, how the ecological balance is with flying. I don't 

think that they were shipped. Could it be that despite the flights the second product is 

sustainable?”. 

Besides the organic production and the transportation also the packaging played a role in regard 

to the second apple product. Therefore, most of the participants considered the paper packaging 

to be sustainable, Anna and Emma for example strengthened this opinion with pointing out the 

“plastikfrei” (free of plastic) label on the package. 

Overall, it can be said that the most important aspects of regionality and packaging, as well 

as organic production, are precisely the information that were conflicting to the consumers. 
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4.3 Evaluation Process 

Having presented the search process of German supermarket and discount consumers through 

presenting the statements given by the participants during the conducted interviews, the 

following subchapter will deal with the evaluation of sustainable products, based on the 

information pieces found during the search process. As limited research on the evaluation 

process of sustainable products exists, several findings of the following subchapters could not 

be supported by previous research.  

  

4.3.1 Product Category: Cheese 

As the search process for cheese products already showed, both products contained a lot of 

information on sustainability (see Appendix 3.1), which the participants took up in different 

ways (see chapter 4.2.2). In total, two thirds of the participants decided that the first cheese was 

more sustainable, whereas one third defined the second cheese as more sustainable. The reason 

for this was, that the first cheese was labelled as organic. In comparison to the fact that the 

participants defined the first cheese as more sustainable in the end and justified it with the 

motivation to buy an organic product, a further reason leading to this was identified during the 

evaluation process. According to this, almost half of the participants stated that they distrusted 

the information on the second cheese product, due to the fact that the brand name could not be 

confirmed by a label. This led to a negative association in the minds of the participants so that 

they considered the second product to be unsustainable compared to the first product with the 

official organic label. This not only shows that trust in the information, as well as in the brand, 

plays an important role (Sirieix et al., 2013) but also the desire of proof in form of a label (Kim 

et al., 2008). Max stated that in his perception, both products were sustainable and if he would 

decide which product was more sustainable he would choose the organic one, as it was better 

for his own health, he therefore weighted the aspects of health benefits against animal welfare 

aspects of the second cheese product and solved his inner conflict by putting his own health 

first, despite having previously mentioned the motivation to care for animal welfare when 

considering sustainable products. 

Lisa, who identified the second cheese product as more sustainable, stated that she had 

bought the first cheese product more often and could therefore say in good conscience that it is 

a sustainable product. However, when processing the information on both products during the 

search process, she suddenly found herself struggling to decide which product she found more 

sustainable. After looking again at the labels and claims of both products, it was clear to her 
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that the second product had to be more sustainable, due to the "non-genetic agriculture" label 

as well as the claims about the production of the cheese. Here, again the study by Hoogland et 

al. (2007), in regard to the important role of claims to provide further information as well as 

the study by Hu et al. (2012), who researched the positive influence of claims on consumers 

can be strengthened. Furthermore, Lisa stated that the wealth of information on production led 

her to identify the second product as more sustainable in the end, and so did Pia. What is 

interesting here, however, is the fact that the claim "without genetic agriculture" was 

emphasized by both Lisa and Pia as particularly positive, although the first product also 

excludes genetic agriculture by being organic, which Max and Eva therefore took the aspect 

not into consideration while comparing. All in all, it was very interesting to observe how the 

consumers struggled with themselves, as Lisa for example wanted to identify the first product 

as more sustainable first, but then due to the genetic information, decided on the second product 

for the more sustainable product. A similar internal conflict emerged within Thea, who also 

decided on the second cheese product as the more sustainable one. She stated that she represents 

the values of the first product, which was also in line with her motivation to pay attention to 

organic food, but in the end, she was convinced by the animal welfare label for the second 

product. Thea thus stated that she did not know the label, but that she would support it and that 

it was well explained by the claims. Interestingly, Thea had previously said in the interview 

that she would only trust new labels, if they were confirmed, for which she mentioned as an 

example the label for "husbandry", which she only trusted after the confirmation of the German 

consumer minister. This shows that in the case of the to her supportive claims, she apparently 

changed her mind wherefore she finally was convinced by the apparent transparency, which is 

in strong contrast to Karl, Anna and Eva who questioned the claims on the second product. 

  

4.3.2 Product Category: Coffee 

When looking at the two coffee products (see Appendix 3.2), the participants were again able 

to find a lot of information. The most relevant information here was the organic label for both 

products, as well as the Fairtrade label on the first coffee product and the label of support for 

small farmers on the second coffee product. In total, one third identified the first coffee product 

as more sustainable, while two thirds considered the second product to be more sustainable. 

Lisa indicated that she would look for the "organic", "Fairtrade" and "WWF" labels when 

weighing up the more sustainable product. She explained that it is important to her that the 

"Fairtrade" label in particular is found on the coffee and she also saw the "WWF" label as 
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important to protect the animals. When searching for information, Lisa did not show any 

negative reaction to the labels on the second coffee and as these also referred to organic and 

fair production, Lisa was asked to try to clarify her consideration once again. Accordingly, she 

stated that she believed that if the first product has so many labels it must be a good product, 

because she considers all the labels important and trusts them. With regard to the second 

product, on the other hand, she then indicated, that, 

"If the product could get more labels, it would be in first place. Then I ask myself, why you 

do not have them? Are they coming? Hasn't the certification been approved yet?”. 

According to this, the official labels on the first product were more decisive for Lisa than the 

labels on the second package, which were partly foreign to her. This again proofs that the 

findings of Kim et al. (2008) that Japanese consumers have more trust in official labels can be 

applied to German consumers as well. This was also the case for Pia, who stated that the 

"Organic" and "Fairtrade" labels were more convincing for her here, as well as the brand of the 

first product, as she associated good quality with it. This means that Pia is not only influenced 

by external factors in relation to the labels but also by the brand, which is why she considers 

the product to be more trustworthy. Emma was also influenced by the brand of the first product 

and directly highlighted it positively in comparison to the second brand, mentioning that she 

did not know the second brand. Noticeably, she viewed the second coffee product more 

critically from the beginning and said with regard to the label for small farmers, "another new 

symbol, what have they invented to confuse us again" Accordingly, Emma transferred her 

negative attitude towards the unknown brand also to the labels of the product in direct 

comparison to her trusted brand, where she was familiar with the labels. This clearly shows, 

that the consumer pay attention to external influences like the brand, which is a symbolic input 

stimulus, and included these in their evaluation process. Max stated that he felt overwhelmed 

by the information when he first saw the coffee products. This statement in relation to the 

decision of the Lisa and Pia to define the first coffee product as more sustainable because they 

trusted the labels more, could also be seen as an escape to the familiar when consumer is 

overwhelmed with unknown stimuli, here in form of labels. This could also be explained by 

the fact that Pia and Max even asked the interviewer whether they have to read the explanatory 

texts on the second product, which indicates a different attitude towards the reception of the 

information in contrast to consumers, who seem more willing to interact with the detailed 

description of the labels as it provided information to them. 
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The restriction to information could also be noticed with Eva, who from the outset 

determined that she would only consider " Organic" and " Fairtrade" or the support of small 

farmers as relevant information. After the interviewer pointed out to her that she missed the 

information aluminum-free on the second coffee, she retrospectively also mentioned this 

information as relevant by saying: “But it is true that without aluminum it is of course nice. It's 

unusual. It would be the first coffee where I've known about that”. In the case of the WWF 

label, on the other hand, she stated that she deliberately disregarded it because she distrusted it. 

When asked whether Eva would have chosen the second product without the aspect of the 

aluminum-free label, she stated that these products then would have been balanced in their 

sustainability in her opinion. In this case, it is interesting to note that the participant searched 

specifically for information relevant to her right from the start, without being distracted by 

information irrelevant to her and thus defined both products as equally sustainable by only 

looking on the information considered as relevant for her. This indicates a coping strategy for 

Eva to deal with too much sustainable information without causing confusion. Moreover, this 

finding together in contrast to the consumers perceiving to much information on the coffee 

products shows, that some consumers found a way out of the information overload by taking 

only relevant information to them under consideration.  

  

4.3.3 Product Category: Meat 

With regard to the meat category, the researchers chose a diverse selection of products to test 

how the participants reacted (see Appendix 3.3). No consumer identified the second meat 

product as more sustainable, resulting in all consumers choosing the first meat product as the 

more sustainable alternative. Of particular interest in this context were the, by the participants 

identified as most relevant, information organic and husbandry form, where especially the 

reactions to the "husbandry type" label were rich in discussion. Max stated accordingly, 

"Honestly, through the organic label, through the name and product name with the word 

organic, my trigger would probably already have fallen, and I would have said quite clearly 

the product above it is (the first product). And if you then compare this husbandry form, it 

will normally go more strongly onto the first product, which I say is the sustainable product. 

(...) The husbandry system would probably make me choose the first product for moral 

reasons. If I look at the second product for myself, I would simply have no indication of an 

organic product or sustainability aspect”.  
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Max with his statement showed, that he did need the comparison, to decide for the first product 

instead of the second as the more sustainable. In contrast, Adam rejected the second product 

already in the search process, because he was of the opinion that it could not be a sustainable 

product right after he had seen the "husbandry type" label with form 1 “stable management”, 

which was why the first product with the higher form of husbandry remained for him as the 

only sustainable choice. Lisa, who also stated that she had not paid any further attention to the 

product because of its red color and the brand name “Gut und Günstig” (good and cheap). As 

already expressed in the search process, this again shows that the natural and green color tones 

as described by Anna and Lisa are associated by the consumer directly with sustainable food 

and that other colors, such as here the red color on the second product can lead to a direct 

defensive attitude. Anna, when weighing up which meat product is more sustainable, therefore 

first perceived the coloring before naming labels. This showed a spin-off effect between the 

positive evaluation of the first product, due to the negative evaluation of another product, which 

Binnekamp & Ingenbleek (2008) researched to be non-existent between sustainable and less 

sustainable, conventional products.  

Most of the participants have weighed up the issue of animal husbandry, whereby Max made 

it clear that this is above all a matter of a guilty conscience. According to this, the consumers 

are influenced in their decision by their knowledge of poor animal husbandry, which is why 

they excluded the second product with the first type of husbandry. This moral conflict between 

the desire to consume meat and the guilty conscience, involved when thinking about animals, 

seems to play a major role for most consumers. Judged less emotionally and more rationally, 

Pia stated that she found the labels on the first meat package more meaningful and, by trusting 

them, she identified the first product as the more sustainable one. The fact that this rational 

decision by Pia not mentioning the animals stands out, shows the emotional impact and 

influence on the evaluation on the other consumers stood out even more. Therefore, it can be 

affirmed, that especially in regard to meat, the information needs in regard to the animal welfare 

as well as the external influences from the side of the consumers are high. 

  

4.3.4 Product Category: Apples 

The result of which apples (see Appendix 3.4) were more sustainable was clear with two thirds 

of the consumers, who found that the second product was more sustainable and one third, who 

chose the first product as the more sustainable one. Interestingly, this does not correspond with 
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the stated motivations of the participants, except of Max, since almost all of them stated that 

they wanted to emphasize regionality and regionality was presented through the first apples. 

However, the consumers process of evaluation in regard to the apples can be defined as the 

most difficult one. Accordingly, the aspects which were mentioned by the participants as the 

most difficult ones were packaging and transport. Karl chose the second apple product as the 

more sustainable product, although he stated that his motivation was to emphasize regionality. 

However, he identified the second product as the more sustainable product in his eyes because 

it was organic and came in a more sustainable packaging. Furthermore, the country of origin, 

Germany, as an information source did not seem to be satisfactory for him when it came to 

regionality, as he argued, that he would like to see more precise information on this. Therefore, 

two aspects played a role here, firstly that he identified the packaging of the second product as 

more sustainable and secondly that the information regarding regionality was not sufficient for 

him on the first product, whereby he moved away from his motivation and considered the 

second product as more sustainable. This strengthened again the study of Wasserman (2009), 

arguing that the manufacturer's information needs to be transparent.  

Anna and Eva, who also chose the second product as the more sustainable one, justified their 

decision by saying that they found it important to support organic agriculture in other countries 

such as Chile. Wherefore this could be seen a conflict on the side of Eva, since she mentioned 

that regionality is the more important aspect as well as transport and less material, the example 

in the experiment where those aspects stood in contrast, seemingly let her decide on another 

aspect, which in this case was to support the organic farming in Chile, which she had not 

mention before. Accordingly, both participants decided for the second product to be more 

sustainable and therefore against the regionality, due to the fact that their own beliefs in the 

necessity of support weighted higher during the evaluation process. 

Lisa stated "climate protection and regionality" as the first aspects of their motivation, but 

this was not the decisive factor when identifying which apples were more sustainable. Here, 

Lisa decided in favor of the organic product from Chile, even though it had a long transport 

behind it. She explained her decision as follows,  

"I think it's good that no pesticides were used and no fertilizers, I think it's more important 

than the other one comes from Germany, but I don't know how much chemistry it contains. 

So, I would also like the second product much better. Then recycling, that you can dispose the 

paper. I don't have that with the other one". 
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Contrary to her actual motivation, the organic aspect seems to be more important to her here 

than the regionality, which she evaluated, but then chose organic as the stronger argument. Max 

also claimed to be unsure about the transport, but he thought that both packages were 

environmentally harmful and that neither of the packages was more sustainable. Now it would 

be assumed that he defined therefore the German product as the more sustainable one, since he 

criticized the transport because, but he defined the organic product from Chile as more 

sustainable, due to the fact that sustainability for him is also about the healthiness. Which 

shows, that in the end his own motivations of a healthy life influenced his decision. 

Thea was obviously struggling with herself in order to decide which product was more 

sustainable, 

"I told you, I'm very much looking for products with a regional aspect. I should actually 

reach for the left, but it would be much more obvious to me on the right that it is actually 

sustainable – because of packaging, because of labels, because of the information on the 

packaging. What makes me hesitant is that they're from Chile. (...) I honestly think that's a 

pity now. Because for me, apples are a very typical product that you rather buy from the 

region. Because this product is also grown here in abundance“. 

The influence on Thea of her previous defined motivation of regionality is noticeable here. In 

addition, it could be observed that she evaluated whether an apple would be a product for her 

that she might have to accept being transport, since the product is not available in Germany, 

where she comes to the conclusion that this is not an argument here. In the end, she decided on 

the first apple as the more sustainable product, because the transport had a too negative impact 

for her. Pia shared the concern with the transport and also stated that it should be considered 

that the apples would probably be transported in large quantities to Germany, which she simply 

finds unnecessary and therefore the apples in plastic were identified to be more sustainable for 

her. Here, an external influence in the form of her own feeling that this is something 

unnecessary, as also indicated by Thea, had an impact on her evaluation process. This 

strengthens the studies by Kemp et al. (2010) as well as Born and Purcell (2006), which both 

investigated that the perceived image by the consumers of regional food being better leads to 

deciding them against sustainability. 

During the experiment, Adam attached great importance to organic products and quickly 

decided which product was more sustainable to him. After a few seconds, it was also clear to 

him here that the second product with organic apples was more sustainable. But when he saw 

that these apples were transported from Chile, he immediately reversed his decision, saying 
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that he did not want to buy food that had to be transported such a long way, because he did not 

know how to explain this to his son, since apples are also available in Germany. Thus, it was 

particularly in the case of Adam that the external influence, here clearly as social input stimuli, 

played a role in the evaluation process, wherefore Adam changed his opinion. 

 

4.4 Differences Between Supermarkets and Discounters 

The interview’s last question, after the completion of the experiment, asked the participants 

whether they believed that there were any differences between German supermarkets and 

German discounters with regard to the presentation of sustainable products and their 

corresponding information. 

 

4.4.1 Placement and Signage 

Regarding the placement of sustainable products within the store and the resulting easiness or 

difficulty to find them, there seem to exist opposite opinions as to which retail type is doing a 

better job in marking its sustainable food products. Almost half of the participants stated, that 

supermarkets such as Rewe and Edeka are better in guiding the customers during their search 

of sustainable food products by having signs on the shelf’s walls indicating sustainable 

dimensions such as “regional” or having dedicated shelves or areas for organic products, which 

are specifically advertised for this sustainability dimension as well as green price tags, which 

signal organic products. In contrast, one third of the participants argued that sustainable 

products are easier to find in the discounter due to better signs above the products, together 

with the green color of the price tags as well the fact that discounters also have designated 

organic product areas. Emma furthermore expressed that the benefit of the signs indicating 

sustainability, simplify her search, allowing her to directly see sustainable products, which 

shows that the signs therefore speed up the consumers search for such products. These findings 

stand in contrast to the research by Saber and Weber (2019a), who investigated that there is not 

enough information provided at the POS, especially in regard to the discounters (2019b). The 

amount of information therefore seems to have increased on the side of the discounters, 

wherefore the gap between supermarkets and discounters does not seem to be as large as it was. 

This stands in contrast to the study by Banterle et al. (2013), which concluded that the 

supermarkets are more advanced in providing sustainable information and that there is a large 

gap between both retailers. Based on this, their findings seem to be outdated. 
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4.4.2 Amount of Sustainable Information 

There was consensus, between Lisa and Eva, that there was too few information on 

sustainability on the products in general and that some products contained more information on 

sustainability than others in both retail types. Eva did highlight though, that discounters cached 

up to the supermarket with regard to providing information on a products sustainability, which 

was confirmed by Thea, who also noted that there existed some regulation, wherefore the 

retailers are obliged by law to close the previously existing gap to some extent. However, she 

did refer to those regulations only in relation to the declarations of the products and less to 

voluntary labelling such as green shelves or additional signs. Anna expressed, that next to the 

named obligation of information on sustainable products in the discounter, it was therefore 

further highlighted that German discount stores fostered transparency on information by 

presenting declarations of labels in form of posters for example at the POS. This again shows, 

that the provided information in German discounters increased, wherefore the studies by 

Banterle et a. (2013) and Saber and Weber (2019b) might not be up to date anymore. 

 

4.4.3 Sustainable Store Assortment 

In this category, investigating the number of sustainable products within a store assortment of 

a supermarket or discounter, the opinions differ. Thea stated that the discounter advanced in 

their product offering in the past five years with regard to a wider range, so that she sees almost 

no differences compared to a supermarket. Eva agrees with the wider range but made the remark 

that supermarkets seemed to carry more regional fruit and vegetables, which is in her opinion 

rarely the case for discounters and in line with Karl’s opinion. Thea stated, that  

“classic food retailing stores (referring to supermarkets) simply have a huge advantage 

when it comes to the range of fruit, vegetables and so on (…) they can simply transport this 

freshness and sustainability theme a little more strongly for me”.  

Therefore, Thea referred firstly to a deeper range of sustainable products, when it comes to 

supermarkets compared to discounters as well as she also indicated the regional aspect 

mentioned by Eva and Karl, referring to fresher products, as this was identified in regard to the 

transport by her, as it turned out on asking for. This was also confirmed by Max, 

“whereas in discount stores I often have only one variant, which is then somehow declared 

organic – and I have to trust that”. 

Max believed that supermarkets have a broader and deeper range of sustainable products, 

making it possible to compare similar products between each other. 
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These findings are strengthening the study by Young and Dhanda (2018), who recognized 

during their study a trend towards more sustainable engagement on the side of the retailers in 

the past years. 

 

4.5 Discussion 

The findings of the analysis are showing that the process of consumers identifying sustainable 

products is complex. The search process, as the first stage investigated in this thesis, showed 

problems on the side of the consumers in regard to understanding the information. This was not 

only caused by too much information, which in this aspect strengthened the study by Buerke 

(2016), but also due to labels, which were unknown and claims, which were not clearly stated 

to the consumer. This lack of transparency thus led to a problem in the search process and also 

to suspicion from the consumer's perspective, which should not be the case like Wasserman 

(2009) and Sirieix et al. (2013) expressed, since this can cause consumer irritation and finally 

the avoidance of the product. But as our study showed, the need of information depends on the 

product category, wherefore more information was in general appreciated by the consumers in 

regard to meat but not in regard to coffee, as for the latter the amount of information was 

perceived as overwhelming. In addition, the information on the sustainable dimensions of 

products needs to be aligned among one another as well as on the product itself due to the fact 

that contradictory information caused distrust on the side of the consumers. 

Further, our research showed, that the Japanese study by Kim et al. (2008) can be applied to 

German consumer, due to the fact that official labels, e.g. in form of the European organic label 

were continuously found as trustworthy by the consumers. Surprisingly, there were also 

consumers who trusted claims when not finding the official label, which not only strengthens 

the study by Hoogland et al. (2007) and Hu et al. (2012), which said that claims increase 

trustworthiness, but also shows that claims can further be seen as a proof of sustainability for 

some consumers.  

Regarding the difficulties with the information found during the search process, it turned out 

that the consumer seemed to have found a way of preventing being overwhelmed by diffuse 

information, by focusing on the most relevant information for the consumer himself/ herself. 

Thus, the search process is easier, and the consumer feels confident about the product when 

finding those information. As our study showed, the information does not necessarily need to 

be communicated through official labels but can also be communicated through sustainable 

brands or claims, as long as it is easily accessible by the consumer. 
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Another aspect, which played an important role for the search and evaluation process was 

the consumers own motivation and beliefs, according to Kemp et al. (2010). Thus, a moral 

conflict between the desire to consume meat and the guilty conscience involved in thinking 

about animals could be identified as well as the adaption of the consumers motivations due to 

the fact, that they could not be fulfilled like in the case of the apple experiment, due to the 

conflict between the origin of the apples and their packaging. Furthermore, the input stimuli, 

identified by Howard-Sheth (1969), played a major role when it came to the identification 

which product alternative was more sustainable, which showed the influence on the consumer 

by several stimuli, wherefore the identification of a sustainable product is in each case, to some 

extent, emotionally driven and connected to the own beliefs, as also found by Kemp et al. 

(2010). These motivational conflicts lead to the consumers making choices, which were in 

contrast to previously defined motivations. This was partly because there is no perfect product 

with all the individually desired sustainability dimensions, but also because consumers have 

difficulties in evaluating which product is more sustainable due to strong external influences.  

Moreover, in regard to the evaluation of multiple products Binnekamp & Ingenbleek (2008) 

concluded that against their initial assumption, no spin-off effect existed, which negatively 

affected the evaluation of conventional products in presence of sustainable products. Contrary 

to their conclusions, these spin-off effects were found in our study for instance in the case of 

the two meat products. Here, the participants stated in direct comparison of the first product to 

the second product, that they never would have identified the second product as sustainable. In 

addition, could the spin-off effect be investigated in regard to apples, where the direct 

comparison of plastic and paper packaging influenced the participants. 

The information at the POS, for example the price tags were not mentioned by any 

participant during the process of evaluation. Only some participants stated, that the price would 

have been an important aspect for them to further take into consideration when evaluating, but 

since the prices were not visible, they did not find supporting information for the evaluation. 

The study by Saber and Weber (2019a) expressed that there are not enough information at the 

POS to enable customers to make a sustainable decision, but as the results of this study are 

showing the information at the POS are not about enabling the consumer to make a sustainable 

decision, they are about enabling the consumer to find sustainable products. Therefore, from 

the investigations of this study the sustainable information on the POS, if the price is defined 

as a not sustainable information, were only taken into account by the customers during the 

search process and not during the evaluation process (Engel et al., 1978). This is contrary to 
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the study by Buerke (2016), where it was shown that the price tags were taken under 

consideration by the consumers during the evaluation process. But it should be noted here, that 

Buerke (2016) did not cover the prices, wherefore the consumers might have gotten influenced 

by them while identifying sustainable products. 

The findings of Saber and Weber (2019b) and Banterle et al., (2013), who stated that German 

supermarkets and discounters do not provide enough information to the consumer, could not 

be concluded from our findings. The interviewed consumers thus argued, that both 

supermarkets and discounters did a lot in order to provide more sustainable information at the 

POS, wherefore the consumers only had minor wishes of adjustments.  

Summarizing the discussed findings, these show that the consumers have problems in 

understanding the information during the search process. However, these difficulties are mainly 

related to the product and not to the information at the POS, which were generally considered 

to be sufficient. Furthermore, there are only occasional problems when information relevant for 

the consumer is not available, as consumers have learned to limit themselves to this information 

during the search process. The main difficulty occurred during the evaluation process, when 

the consumer compared his/ her own motivations with the identified sustainable information in 

order to make a sustainable choice. During this process, motivational conflicts could be 

observed where the consumer did not pursue previously defined motivations and, in some cases, 

prioritized other sustainable dimensions to cope with these conflicts. Considering both 

elaborated difficulties, the struggle of understanding as well as the motivation conflict, a 

modified research model, including these findings and extending the theoretical research model 

(Figure 1) will be presented in the following subchapter (Figure 4). 

 

4.6 Modified Research Model  

 
Figure 4: Modified research model (own illustration) 
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Figure 4 visualizes the search and evaluation process based on the findings of this research. 

Compared to Figure 1, the modified model contains external influences in form of diverse 

stimuli, which are affecting the consumer over the whole process. Further, the identified 

information is now more clearly an outcome of the search process, wherefore the consumer is 

able to identify sustainable information. The search process itself is further divided into three 

parts, since this research showed, that consumers first search for information at the POS in 

order to find a shelf with sustainable products, whereupon the consumer searches at the shelf 

for sustainable information to find sustainable products, before then the last part with the 

information search on the product takes place. In each step the consumer gains information, 

which are not always completely clear and where a struggle of understanding of this 

information can occur. The evaluation process, as the following process, compares the found 

products and identifies the more sustainable one. Our research revealed, that this is the most 

challenging moment for consumers aiming to identify sustainable food products, due to 

conflicts with their own motivations.  
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5. Conclusion 
In this chapter the conclusions will be presented as well as the theoretical and practical 

contributions. Further, the limitations and critical reflections will be stated and lastly, 

recommendations for future research will be given. 

 

5.1 Conclusions 
The findings of this study, answering our main research question, showed, that the consumer 

takes sustainable information at the POS as well as on the product into consideration, in order 

to identify a product as sustainable and evaluate the found products to make a sustainable 

choice. On this, the main problems which occurred during this search process were struggles 

of understanding the sustainable information. According to our research, the consumers need 

provided information, in form of labels for example, to be trustworthy, which strengthened the 

Japanese study by Kim et al. (2008), that consumers regard official governmental labels as 

trustworthy, which was found to be applicable to German consumers in this study, as well as 

the findings by Hoogland et al. (2007), that claims on sustainable products , if they provide 

further information, support consumers during their search process. Further, our study showed, 

that these claims can be just as credible for consumers as official labels, which increases the 

credibility and role of claims significantly. Was no trustworthiness given and the consumer 

distrusted the information he found, the result, in some cases, were the rejection of the 

examined product, which not only strengthens the study by Sirieix et al. (2013), who also 

investigated trustworthiness regarding labels, but also verifies the fear by Wasserman (2009), 

that if the information provided is not trustworthy, this might influence the consumers attitude 

towards the product and the brand.  

Moreover, could be investigated, that the consumer confusion, which was previously studied 

by Buerke (2016), did not occur during this study, since the consumers seemingly found a way 

out of this struggle caused by information overload, by focusing only on a few information 

during the search process. Therefore, our study showed, that if consumers perceive an 

information overload, they focus on the, for them most relevant information and eliminate the, 

for them unnecessary information.  

Following the search process, the main difficulty occurred during the evaluation process, 

when the consumer compared products based on the found sustainable information. During this 

process, the consumer evaluated the sustainable information in order to make a sustainable 

choice, whereupon motivational conflicts could be observed. These motivational conflicts took 
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place, since the consumer tried to consider their own motivations in terms of sustainability, 

which, depending on the product, led to conflicts, as the products had different sustainable 

dimensions. This resulted in the consumer not pursuing previously defined motivations and, in 

some cases, therefore prioritized other sustainable dimensions to cope with these conflicts. 

During the stage of evaluation, surprisingly many conflicts occurred, since the literature we 

found, to best of our knowledge, only analyzed the buying process as a whole without in-depth 

focusing on the evaluation process. Therefore, this thesis contributes to this perceived lack of 

research on the evaluation process of sustainable food products. Identifying information at the 

POS as sustainable during the search process, therefore is not the main problem of a consumer, 

as it occurred that the consumers have problems when identifying what product is more 

sustainable due to conflicts of motivation. We believe that this only emerged, due to the fact 

that the purchase aspect was left out in this thesis, wherefore these conflicts were discovered.  

All these findings in regard to the main research question showed, that the processes, leading 

to the consumers identifying sustainable products at the POS, are complex and that the 

consumer needs support in form of the retailers as well as manufacturers. Furthermore, are the 

external influences, of which the consumer is constantly affected by, as well as his own 

motivations, important to take under consideration when researching the consumers’ behavior 

at the POS.  

 

5.2 Theoretical Contributions 
The theoretical contributions of this thesis are especially visible in light of the information 

search process and evaluation process of the EKB theory of consumer decision making (Engel 

et al., 1978). To the best of our knowledge, no previous literature exists, which investigated 

these two stages with regard to sustainable food products at the POS. A further contribution to 

this theory is, that the explicit exclusion of prices, which were found to distract consumers in 

their identification process (Biswas, 2017) with regard to sustainable food products, enabled 

the researchers to investigate the consumers process of understanding in more detail, which 

lead to the circumstantial findings of motivational conflicts.  

With regard to the evaluation process of sustainable and conventional products, theory exist 

(Binnekamp & Ingenbleek 2008) stating the non-existence of the spin-off effect, influencing 

the evaluation of conventional products in presence of sustainable products. Our research 

results show, that this effect is existent in the research context of this thesis. 
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5.3 Practical Contributions 

We argue that the results in our study are valuable for retailers and their store managers as well 

as  food producers, as the findings have shown, that the information on products as well as price 

tags should be clearer and more transparent in order to support the consumer on his/ her search 

and evaluation process. The difficulties here mostly occurred due to lack of knowledge or 

distrust, wherefore further support on the side of the retailers and especially manufacturers is 

needed. The presentation of sustainable information further should be consistent, to avoid 

preventable spin-off effects and make the evaluation process easier to the consumer. Moreover, 

did this research show, that green price tags for organic products lead to the fact that consumers 

do not consider products with a white price tag to be sustainable, although they are sustainable, 

wherefore this should be taken into consideration during the creation of price tags for 

sustainable products which are not organic. This also applies to shelves with only organic 

products, since this, limits the consumers on only searching for organic products, which leads 

to other sustainable products being ignored. 

 

5.4 Limitations and Critical Reflection 
There are a few limitations and critical reflections to thesis, which will be presented in this 

subchapter. 

The conduction of semi-structured, which took place over the internet in a virtual setting 

through an online conferencing tool, eventually prevented the interviewed participants from 

giving the exact same answers they would have given in a realistic retail store environment. 

The collected findings appear robust, especially in light of the fact that the participants stated 

them in the familiar environment of their home. 

The conducted experiment during the interview also contains limitations which need to be 

mentioned here. As this experiment was conducted by making use of a PowerPoint presentation 

with images of shelves, price tags and products, the aforementioned retail stores situation was 

not duplicated to the fullest extent.  

Regarding the investigation of the consumers search and evaluation process during the 

experiment, the interviewer asking the participants to “think loud” to give insights into their 

thought processes, the participants may have willing or unwillingly withheld information to the 

researchers. This does as well count for the non-experimental part of the interview. 

Furthermore, the next limitation refers to the choice of sample. Even though the shopping 

behavior of members of the sample group was stated to be mixed, the familiarity with both 
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retail formats may have differed and therefore differences stated may have been bias to a certain 

degree, depending on the retailer type the participant personally preferred. With regard to the 

explored indications of differences between the presentation of information on and about 

sustainable products in German supermarkets and discounters, there is a further limitation to 

consider. The interview participants did not always disclose what supermarket or discounter 

they were referring to and especially in the case of supermarkets, store layouts, product range 

as well as arrangement of products within the store may differ immensely due to the fact that 

the two largest supermarket chains in Germany, Edeka and Rewe, both are purchasing 

associations with stores run by independent owners, in contrast to discounters such as Aldi (in 

Germany split into Aldi Nord and Aldi Süd), and Lidl which have a more standardized portfolio 

and store setting and are owned by a mother company (Zentes & Rittinger, 2009).  

Despite all presented limitations, we believe to have reached the purpose of this research 

and explored in detailed manner, how German consumers identify sustainable food products at 

the POS and believe our results to be robust and fulfill the exploitative purpose of this 

qualitative research. 

 

5.5 Future Research 

Based on the latter mentioned argument in the critical reflection, one proposal to conduct 

further research could be to repeat the conducted interviews on-location in German 

supermarkets and discounter to increase the robustness of the findings at the POS. Furthermore, 

to confirm and generalizable the findings of this thesis, a quantitative research should be 

conducted, including additional demographic characteristic of the population to explore if and 

in what way the results of these sub-populations differ, from the results of this thesis. 

In addition, the evaluation process in regard to the found motivation conflicts should be 

considered in future research, as this process seems to have been neglected in previous research 

with regard to the identification of sustainable food products. 
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Appendix 1 – Interview Guide German 

Teilnehmer Nr.:  

Geschlecht:  

Alter:  

Einkaufsverhalten: Gemischt (Supermarkt und Discounter) 

 

1. Was ist Ihre Motivation, um beim Lebensmitteleinkauf auf Nachhaltigkeit zu achten? 

 

2. Können Sie Aspekte nennen, die für Sie in Bezug auf nachhaltige Lebensmittel wichtig 

sind (wie ökologisch, lokal etc.)? (Um Erkenntnisse über Verbraucherpräferenzen zu 

erhalten) 

 

3. Welche Informationen berücksichtigen Sie beim Einkauf von nachhaltigen 

Lebensmitteln? (Um zu untersuchen, welche Informationen der Teilnehmer ohne 

Unterstützung angeben kann) 

 

Erklärung zu nachhaltigen Informationen, um sicherzustellen, dass der Teilnehmer die 

folgenden Fragen vollständig verstehen kann.  

 

4. Woher bekommen Sie die Informationen, um nachhaltige Lebensmittelprodukte im 

Einzelhandel zu identifizieren? (Um die externen Einflüsse zu testen) 

 

5. Was hilft Ihnen beim Einkaufen, nachhaltige Lebensmittelprodukte zu identifizieren? 

(um einen besseren Einblick in den Such- und Identifizierungsprozess zu erhalten) 

 

6. Gibt es Schwierigkeiten oder Herausforderungen bei der Identifizierung nachhaltiger 

Lebensmittel im Markt (z.B. beim Auffinden der Informationen oder beim 

Verständnis)? (um einen besseren Einblick in den Such- und Identifizierungsprozess zu 

erhalten) 

 

7. Experiment: 

Der Interviewer zeigt dem Teilnehmer verschiedene Bilder von Produkten in 

Supermärkten und Discountern (ohne den Händlertyp zu erwähnen). Um es so 
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realistisch wie möglich zu machen, stammen die gezeigten Produkte aus dem gleichen 

Geschäft. Die erste Folie zeigt ein Regal mit Produkten, um die Situation am POS 

nachzubilden.  

7.1 Beim ersten Blick auf die Regale, welche nachhaltigen Informationen fallen Ihnen 

auf? 

Die zweite Folie zeigt dann die Preisschilder der Produkte. Der Teilnehmer wird 

gebeten, laut nachzudenken und soll dann erklären: 

7.2 Welche nachhaltigen Informationen sehen Sie? Bitte nennen Sie die Informationen. 

7.3 Welche dieser Informationen sind für Sie relevant, um zu entscheiden, ob das 

Lebensmittelprodukt nachhaltig ist? (Die Preise wurden gleich gestaltet, um den 

Konsumenten nicht zu beeinflussen) 

Die dritte Folie zeigt dann das Produkt. Der Teilnehmer wird gebeten, laut 

nachzudenken und soll dann erklären: 

7.4 Welche nachhaltigen Informationen sehen Sie? Bitte nennen Sie die Informationen.  

7.5 Welche dieser Informationen sind für Sie relevant, um zu entscheiden, ob das 

Lebensmittelprodukt nachhaltig ist?  

Wenn die Informationen vom Teilnehmer nicht erwähnt wurden, wird der 

Interviewer helfen. 

7.6 Sind Sie mit allen bereitgestellten Informationen vertraut? (Um das Verständnis zu 

testen) 

Und als Folgefrage, wenn der Teilnehmer Informationen verpasst hat:  

7.7 Was denken Sie, warum Sie diese Informationen nicht gesehen haben?  

Die vierte Folie wird dem Teilnehmer gezeigt. Der Teilnehmer wird gebeten, laut 

nachzudenken und soll dann erklären: 

7.8 Können Sie nun auf der Grundlage der ausgearbeiteten Informationen feststellen, 

welches Produkt für Sie nachhaltiger ist? 

Dies wird für die insgesamt vier verschiedene Produkte wiederholt. 

 

8. Sehen Sie aus Ihrer Erfahrung Unterschiede zwischen Supermärkten (wie Rewe oder 

Edeka) im Vergleich zu Discountern (wie Aldi, Lidl oder Penny), wenn es um 

nachhaltige Informationen geht?  
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Appendix 2 – Interview Guide English 
Participant No.:  

Gender:  

Age:  

Shopping behavior: Mixed (supermarkets and discounters) 

 

1. What is your motivation for considering sustainability when grocery shopping? 

 

2. Can you name sustainable aspects that are important for you in regard to food (like 

ecological, local etc.)? (To get insights on consumer preferences) 

 

3. Which information do you take under consideration, when shopping for sustainable 

food products? (To investigate, what information the participant can state unaided) 

 

Declare sustainable information, in order to make sure that the participant can fully 

understand the following questions. 

 

4. Where do you get the information, to identify sustainable food products at the retail 

store? (To test the external influences) 

 

5. What helps you while shopping to identify sustainable food products? (to get a better 

insight in the search and identification process) 

 

6. Are there difficulties or challenges while identifying sustainable food products while 

shopping (in finding the information, or in understanding for example)? (to get a 

better insight in the search and identification process) 

 

7. Experiment: 

The interviewer will show the participant different pictures of products in supermarkets 

and discounters (without mentioning the retailer type). To make it as realistic as 

possible, the products showed are from the same store. Please see the file 

(experiment.pdf) here. The first slide shows a shelve with products, to replicate the POS 

situation.  
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7.1 When looking at the shelves, what sustainable information do you see at first 

sight? 

The second slide then shows the price tags of the products. The participant is asked to 

think loud and should then explain: 

7.2 What sustainable information do you see? Please name the information. 

7.3 Which of this information is relevant for you to decide if the food product is 

sustainable? (The prices were made the same in order to not influence the 

consumer) 

The third slide then is showing the product. The participant is asked to think loud and 

should then explain: 

7.4 What sustainable information do you see? Please name the information.  

7.5 Which of this information is relevant for you to decide if the food product is 

sustainable? 

If information was not mentioned by the participant, the interviewer will help. 

7.6 Are you familiar with all the information provided? (test the understanding) 

And as a follow-up question, if the participant missed information:  

7.7 What do you think why you did not see this information?  

The fourth slide is showed to the participant. The participant is asked to think loud and 

should then explain: 

7.8 Can you identify now, based on the elaborated information, which product is more 

sustainable from your point of view? 

This will be repeated for in total four different products. 

 

8. From your experience, do you see differences between supermarkets (like Rewe or 

Edeka) compared to discounters (like Aldi, Lidl or Penny), when it comes to 

sustainable information?  
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Appendix 3 – Experiment  
 

 
 

Appendix 3.1 – Product Category Cheese 
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Appendix 3.2 – Product Category Coffee 
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Appendix 3.3 – Product Category Meat 
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Appendix 3.4 – Product Category Apples 
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