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1.

Introduction

1.1

Introduction

In recent years online shopping has become an increasingly important way of purchasing groceries.
Although brick-and-mortar stores are still the preferred location to buy groceries, the digital
environment is increasing in market share and is predicted to contribute for about 12% of total
grocery purchases by 2020 (Rankin, 2013). As such, the consuming behaviour of online grocery
shoppers will increasingly contribute to negative consequences such as climate change and unequal
distributions of wealth brought about by production methods of food items. Increasing sales of
sustainable and ethical (e.g. fair trade) products is necessary to reduce these consequences
(Carlsson-Kanyama, 1998; Marlow et al., 2009; Spence, Poortinga, & Pidgeon, 2012). Although
attitudes towards such products are mostly positive (Vermeir & Verbeke, 2006; Young, Hwang, &
McDonald, 2010), sales still remain low (De Pelsmacker, Driesen, & Rayp, 2005). In physical shopping
environments, ambiance factors such as lighting and background music are used to decrease this
behavioural-intention gap and stimulate impulse buying behaviour (Mohan, Sivakumaran, & Sharma,
2013). However, these factors are absent in online environments resulting in the need for other
theories that may contribute to decrease this behavioural-intention gap.
One explanation for the attitude-behaviour gap is brought about by Construal Level Theory
(CLT) (Trope & Liberman, 2010). CLT argues that the differences in information processing depend on
the situational context in which a person is. Consequently, quality perceptions for products may
differ between online- and physical shopping environments. More specifically, concrete quality
indicators, such as price, are believed to have a lower influence on the decision in an online shopping
environment in contrast to abstract cues such as a fair trade label indicating ethical production. Using
eye tracking techniques, it is known that consumers spent most of their time on online shopping
pages looking at product images and product titles (Benn, Webb, Chang, & Reidy, 2015).
Consequently, emphasising quality cues indicating abstract product attributes such as fair trade
labels methods may trigger cognitive processing of these cues and increase the likelihood of
purchasing fair trade products. As such, applications of CLT may contribute to resolving major issues,
such as climate change, in the future.

1.2

Problem Statement and Research Question

By emphasising abstract quality cues in an online grocery shopping environment, consumers may
decide to purchase sustainable or ethical products more quickly. CLT suggests that this change is
brought about by stimulating cognitive processing of these cues leading to a higher importance of
these cues and a decrease in the behavioural-intention gap. This research aims to test the Construal
Level Theory by manipulating the prominence of abstract- (e.g. fair trade label) or concrete product
cues (e.g. price). The main research question is:
How do emphasising price or the fair trade label influence the willingness to buy a product in an
online grocery shopping environment?
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2.

Theory

2.1

Quality Cues and Quality Attributes

In shopping environments, humans aim to estimate the quality of a product’s true properties, or
quality attributes. People use these estimates and weigh them using the subjective importance of an
attribute in order to make a decision about which product to purchase (Keller & McGill, 1994;
Richardson, Dick, & Jain, 1994). Quality attributes may be categorised as experience- or credence
attributes (Nelson, 1970). Whilst experience attributes may be clear after one or several uses,
credence attributes can only be evaluated after long-time use or by consulting an expert. In the
context of food, taste or structure can be considered experience attributes whilst sustainable
production can be referred to as a credence attribute.
For many food items such attributes can be quite difficult to assess as products are likely to
be inside their packages preventing consumers to smell or taste the product prior to purchase. This is
why humans use cues available in the environment to estimate the qualities of a product. Such
‘quality cues’ are categorised to be either intrinsic or extrinsic with the former relating to attributes
of the product that cannot be altered without changing the product itself (Olson & Jacoby, 1972).
Therefore, cues such as brand names, prices and guarantees are extrinsic and cues indicating a
product’s ingredients are intrinsic. The use of extrinsic quality cues is vital to show consumers certain
credence attributes such as sustainable production or durability as these qualities can only be
evaluated with the help of an expert or after a longer period of time. A prime example of an extrinsic
cue used for a credence attribute is the Marine Stewardship Counsel (MSC) label which guarantees
ecologically responsible fishing methods (Marine Stewardship Council, 2017).
Using quality cues, people create their own perceived quality of a product which can be defined as
the perceived ability of a product to provide satisfaction relative to available alternatives (Dodds,
Monroe, & Grewal, 1991). Even though many qualities attributes are objective (e.g. weight or energy
content) some are subjective such as sustainable production and convenience. This is due to the fact
that an attribute such as sustainable production can be interpreted and judged very differently by
people.
It should be noted that both intrinsic- and extrinsic cues may be perceived different from the
true value of a quality attribute. One reason for this is that true product qualities may not be
captured by cues in the form of language or images that easily. Consequently, the ecological validity
will be imperfect as a gap will be present between the true state and the perceived quality
(Steenkamp, 1990). In addition, people may not use cues or interpret cues in a wrong manner
resulting in a low cue utilization validity (Olson & Jacoby, 1972). The overall validity when combining
the cue utilisation validity and the ecological validity is dubbed functional validity (Wolf, 2005).
Several older studies pose that the influence of intrinsic cues on product perception to be much
higher than extrinsic cues (Olson & Jacoby, 1972; Szybillo & Jacoby, 1974) and will only become
smaller when the confidence of consumers in such cues is low (Olson & Jacoby, 1972). However, later
work showed that extrinsic cues such as brand, price and image of the country of origin also have a
significant medium effect size on perceived quality and perceived value of a product (Dodds &
Monroe, 1985; Dodds et al., 1991; Steenkamp, 1989; Teas & Agarwal, 2000) whilst other studies even
argued that extrinsic cues were in fact more important than their intrinsic counterparts (Jamal &
Goode, 2001; Richardson et al., 1994).
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2.2

Construal Level Theory

2.2.1

Dimensions and Distances

Humans are able to construct a perception of reality which allows us to think beyond the present
perceptual situation (Trope & Liberman, 2010). The ability to do so means that we are able to
incorporate past experience and future expectations into the judgement of present situations
although neither can be directly perceived. This notion builds upon the Personal Construct Theory by
Kelly which argued that people create their own hypothesis of what reality is by creating ‘constructs’
and refine such hypothesis by adjusting for their experiences (Kelly, 1977). Although constructs are
subjective in nature, concrete constructs are more or less similarly defined by most people in
contrast to abstract constructs. For example, the concept of “sustainable development” can be
interpreted in numerous different ways by many people, which is why the UN first created a
definition for the term before proceeding to discuss goals and plans on how to reach it (United
Nation, 1987).
Construal Level Theory (CLT) builds upon Kelly’s framework by adding the notion that the extent of
abstractness of a construct depends on the situation in which a person is in. This is due to the fact
that situations are argued to influence the ‘psychological distance’ towards objects. In turn, this
psychological distance results into either higher or lower mental construal (Trope & Liberman, 2010).
Psychological distance is defined as the perception of proximity of an object or concept towards the
perceiver in the present time. Four dimensions determine the psychological distance of a person: the
temporal, spatial, social and hypothetical dimension (Liberman, Trope, & Wakslak, 2007). All
dimensions work similarly as a higher dimensional distance results in a more distal psychological
distance.
Temporal distance emphasises the differences between the concrete present situation
versus the more abstract past and the future. It is this distance that is responsible takes regrets of
the past and actions needed to reach future goals into account (Liberman et al., 2007). Moreover,
the spatial- or physical distance sets a contrast between ‘here’ and far away and argues that events
are more impactful when happening closer by. Hence, increasing a reported distance leads to more
central, high construal, processing whilst decreasing this distance leads to more concrete peripheral
processing (Fujita, Henderson, Eng, Trope, & Liberman, 2006). Social distance is determined by how
well one knows another person and the hypothetical dimension regards the (un)certainty of an event
happening. CLT argues that a more distal psychological distance inevitably results into a higher
mental construal of a person. Accordingly, this higher mental construal allows a person to consider
abstract constructs in a more cognitive manner. As such CLT argues that not only the person, but also
the situation a person is in influences the perception and the importance of a construct. This is why a
specific action such as grocery shopping can result in different construal levels dependent on the
situation. Accordingly, the consuming behaviour of a person physically in the supermarket, or the
same person shopping online can differ a lot. In this case, the physical distance to the product and
the temporal distance (e.g. delivery times) differ, leading to different mental construal and
consequently, different behaviour. It should be noted that the effect of psychological distance has
been suggested to decrease when consumers are highly involved (Park & Morton, 2015). However,
motivations and involvement are still regarded to be less important than distances on the four
dimensions (Kim, Zhang, & Li, 2008).
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Research in the field of CLT usually focuses on one or two dimensions determining psychological
distance. For instance, it was found that temporally distant (i.e. past or future) questionable
behaviour of others leads people to make harsher moral evaluations about in contrast to present
actions performed by the same people (Agerström & Björklund, 2009). Decreasing the probability of
an event happening, and by doing so increasing the hypothetical distance, was also found to result
into more abstract and cognitive thought processes (Wakslak, Trope, Liberman, & Alony, 2006). For
an overview, consider Van Dam, 2016 Ch. 1 & 2. However, such research assumes a certain
independence of the four dimensions that influence psychological distance. Correlations between
these dimensions have been established and shown to result into interaction effects (Fiedler, Jung,
Wänke, & Alexopoulos, 2012; Kim et al., 2008).
This is why complex issues such as climate change are hard to counter. In the western world, climate
change is mostly perceived as a temporal problem that will unlikely have large impacts in the
western world. As such, decreasing the perceived temporal aspect of the problem is unlikely to result
into different behaviour as the problem still only influence people outside of your social circles on
other areas in the world (Spence et al., 2012). Moreover, many still perceive climate change as a
possible problem due to a small group of sceptical climate change researchers (Jacques, Dunlap, &
Freeman, 2008), although about 97% of researcher have reached consensus on the topic (Anderegg,
Prall, Harold, & Schneider, 2010).
2.2.2

Characteristics

CLT does not only provide the four dimensions as predictors for what level of construal will most
likely be used, but also gives characteristics for these levels of construal. This is why CLT can be used
to explain the gap between intentions (high construal) and behaviour (low construal) of people quite
well. For instance, the discrepancy between the amount of people indicating to be willing to pay
extra money for a fair trade product does not match the low market share of these products
(Vermeir & Verbeke, 2006; Young et al., 2010). Unique properties to the different levels of construal
are displayed in Table 1 (Van Dam, 2016). Characteristics are divided into the differences in
dimensional distances, cognitive factors and motivations for both high- and low construal.
Table 1: Reported differences between low and high construal (Van Dam, 2016)
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With regards to the motivational orientation in these mental states, low construal states provide a
substrate for loss-oriented, context based goals with intrinsic motivations in contrast to gain
oriented, general and extrinsic goals in the higher construal states (Freund, Hennecke, & Riediger,
2010; Lee, Keller, & Sternthal, 2010). This conflict between a loss for an individual and a gain for
society can be seen as a clash between a concrete product cue such as price and a cue representing a
more abstract construct such as fair trade production or sustainability. Although price has been
found to be the most important attribute in many purchasing decisions (Olson & Jacoby, 1972; Rao,
2005; Yan, Sengupta, & Wyer, 2014) the relative importance of sustainability is likely to increase in a
situation that promotes higher mental construal.
Apart from motivations, cognitive factors influencing decisions also differ between the
construal levels. One such difference is the use of either pragmatic or idealistic reasoning. With
idealistic reasoning, socially desirable options are more likely to prevail whilst pragmatic thinking
may result in the realisation that most people do not perform this option through their consuming
behaviour. Next to the fact that high mental construal promotes idealistic reasoning (Irmak, Wakslak,
& Trope, 2013), it is also known that outcomes are evaluated by their desirability in contrast to
feasibility in low mental construal (Fujita, Eyal, Chaiken, Trope, & Liberman, 2008).
In the context of this research, CLT provides a framework for predicting what quality cues will be
more important in a physical supermarket in comparison to an online environment. Online shopping
environments are likely to result in higher mental construal of consumers. This is due to the inability
of feeling and smelling a product and delivery times resulting in higher spatial and temporal
distances. Taking the properties of high construal into account, consumers are more likely to focus
on gain oriented product cues representing more desirable and idealistic attributes such as fair trade
production. In contrast, physical grocery shopping environments encourage low mental construal as
spatial and temporal distances are smaller. Consequently, loss-oriented cues representing feasibility
and pragmatic factors will be considered more. Hence, a cue emphasising product price will be
relatively more important as it represents the feasibility of purchasing a product taking the budget of
the consumer into account. As such, H1a and H1b are formulated.
H1a: In an online grocery shopping environment, consumers will show a higher willingness to buy
fair trade products in comparison to the physical grocery environment.
H1b: In a physical grocery environment consumers will show a higher willingness to buy cheaper
products in comparison to an online grocery shopping environment.
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2.3

Attention towards products and product cues

A product’s success heavily depends on whether consumers notice a product. All in all, without being
noticed, none of your products will be sold. Eye-tracking studies show that in a physical environment
initial attention is obtained by contrasting product design. Designs stimulating bottom-up processing
such as size and shape have been found to be most effective in attracting initial attention (Clement,
Kristensen, & Grønhaug, 2013). Consequently, a product such as Toblerone may be more easily
noticed due to its contrasting shape in the chocolate bar category. Additionally, product placement
influences the likelihood of being noticed and purchased by consumers. The height that products are
placed at (Drèze, Hoch, & Purk, 1994) and even whether the product is in the centre or more on the
left or right is argued to influence the attention towards the product (Valenzuela & Raghubir, 2009).
The latter has been a topic of discussion as many studies do not find significant influences of a
product’s placement (e.g. Chandon, Hutchinson, Bradlow, & Young, 2006; Janiszewski, 1990). With
regards to online shopping, such placement effects have not yet been investigated. However, it could
be hypothesised that products on the first page, are more likely to be considered. In the context of
Google searches it is known that half of the people do not search further than the first page of results
(Jansen, Spink, & Saracevic, 2000). What’s more, people usually view and click the first five results on
a page much more often than the bottom five on the same page (Pan et al., 2007).
After initial attention is obtained, only a limited amount of cues is perceived and processed in order
to make a decision. Quality cue use in habitual situations, impulse buying situations or in extensive
decision making situations is known to differ. For the first two, the amount of product cues
considered is very limited and cues are processed in a peripheral. In extensive decision making
situations up to seven cues are typically considered and processed in a more elaborate and cognitive
fashion (Steenkamp, 1990). However, it is argued that most grocery purchases occur in habitual
manners, at least in physical shopping environments (Wood & Neal, 2009), emphasising the
importance of the few cues that are typically considered in such situations.
As such it is important to understand where people look at whilst obtaining information in
order to know where to make the value of your product most apparent. In online grocery shopping
settings people are found to spend most time on looking at product images (33%) and spend 23% of
time looking at product titles (Benn et al., 2015). Product prices were looked at for 4% of the time
whilst additional information such as ingredients, nutritional value and allergy information together
received 10% of consumer’s time. Consequently, in an online grocery shopping environment, it might
be wise to increase the prominence of certain quality cues on the places most looked at such as the
product image and title. Emphasising cues in these places can be done through manipulating colour
of texts, altering background colour or increasing text and picture sizes (Janiszewski, 1998; Jiang &
Punj, 2010; Peschel & Orquin, 2013). For the purpose of this experiment, implementing a fair trade
logo after the product title is likely to increase awareness of this cue and hence increase processing
of the mental construct ‘fair trade’. Similarly, emphasising price by the addition of a ‘cheap, but
good’ label after the product title will increase the awareness of this product attribute. Moreover, it
is argued that the addition of a label in itself may prove to draw attention to the product and
increase the likelihood of a consumer purchasing the product. Hence, H2 is proposed.
H2:
Increasing attribute prominence by the use of a label increases the willingness to buy a
product.
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Combining H2 with H1, it is argued that the presence of a label will increase the attention drawn to
the product cue. As such, fair trade and price attributes of products will be noticed more by
respondents in both the physical and online grocery shopping environments. It is expected that this
will increase the willingness to buy the cheap product or the fair trade product depending on the
physical or online situation respectively. This results in H3a and H3b being formulated.
H3a: The presence of a fair trade label after a product’s title will result in a higher willingness to buy
fair trade products in an online grocery shopping environment in comparison to an online environment
without such a label.
H3b: In a physical grocery shopping environment the presence of a ‘cheap, but good’ label after a
product’s title will result in a higher willingness to buy the cheaper product in comparison to a physical
environment without such a label.

2.4

Importance of possible covariates

Although your product is noticed and a cue is perceived and processed, it still needs to be evaluated
as positive and important in order to sell a product. Importance of quality attributes has been found
to be very much dependent on the expectations and needs of a person (Currim & Sarin, 1984; Hauser
& Urban, 1979; Kahn & Meyer, 1991; Keller & McGill, 1994). Yet, several attributes have robustly
been found to be more important in the context of grocery shopping than others with the most
notable being price and taste (Glanz, Basil, Maibach, Goldberg, & Snyder, 1998). Possible
explanations for the importance of price in the decision making process is its twofold purpose in
decision making. Price indicates the loss that one will face when purchasing a product, but is also
used as a product quality indicator (Dodds et al., 1991; Erickson & Johansson, 1985; Rao, 2005; Shiv,
Carmon, & Ariely, 2005; Yan et al., 2014). Although the price-quality relationship has historically been
one of proportional compensation, since the 1980s it is commonly argued that quality can improve
without raising production costs (Curry & Riesz, 1988). Therefore, the use of price as a quality
indicator has decreased making more expensive ethical or sustainable products more difficult to sell
as they are not necessarily of higher quality than their competition. Yet, the budget of a person is
likely to still influence consuming behaviour as people with higher budgets are likely to give less
importance to price cues and opt for more expensive options.
Cluster analyses show that personal values are the prime predictor for estimating whether a
person is willing to pay a premium for fair trade products. Hence, more idealistic consumers are
overrepresented in the group of fair trade buyers (De Pelsmacker et al., 2005). Additionally, it was
found that age and education influence the willingness to pay for fair trade products as well as
gender. Moreover, higher educated women in the age group of 31-45 were overrepresented in the
group of ‘fair trade lovers’. This group is estimated to be willing to pay a premium of 27% over
average coffee prices. However, it should be noted that De Pelsmacker et al. (2005) conducted their
study through the use of an online questionnaire. Consequently, mental construal of respondents
could also have been higher due to larger dimensional distances (e.g. spatial) to the products
resulting in a higher willingness to pay.
Lastly involvement with products seems to influence the decision making process for purchasing
groceries. Highly-involved people are known to consider more quality cues and process them more
extensively (Bloch & Richins, 1983; Bruwer & Buller, 2013; Ohanian & Tashchian, 2011; Quester &
Smart, 1998)(Bloch & Richins, 1983; Ohanian & Tashchian, 2011; Quester & Smart, 1998)[61]–
[63][61]–[63]<sup>61–63</sup><sup>61–63</sup> However, no link has been found between higher
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involvement and more frequent purchases of fair trade products. Moreover, the relationship
between product involvement in itself, and fair trade adhesion has been deemed insignificant
(Bezençon & Blili, 2011).
Concludingly, a consumer’s budget may influence the willingness to buy a product depending on the
price of the product. Moreover, education, age and gender are presumed to influence the willingness
to buy fair trade products.

2.5

Theoretical model

The theory and hypotheses in previous sections are summarised into the theoretical model displayed
in figure 1. It should be noted that the influence of the previously mentioned covariates will be
investigated.

Attribute prominence
H2

H3
Context Environment

H1

Willingness to buy
product

Figure 1: Theoretical model used for current study
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3.

Method

The main research question in this paper is:
“How do price and fair trade product attributes influence the willingness to buy a product in an online
grocery shopping environment in comparison to a physical shopping environment?”
To answer this question, an experiment was set up with the use of the online survey tool QUALTRICS.
The survey can be found in appendix 2. The experiment used instructions to create a suggested
context, being either a physical supermarket or an online shopping environment. Also, a fair trade
and ‘cheap, but good’ label were both present or both absent attempting to create differences in
prominence for these attributes. Consequently, the experiment had four conditions (2x2).

3.1

Participants

The survey was distributed through the Facebook network of the researcher as well as asking people
personally to fill out the survey. Respondents could fill in their e-mail address at the end of the
survey to be randomly selected to win one out of three vouchers for a Dutch online retail shop,
bol.com, with the value of ten euros. When starting the survey, participants were made aware that
their answers would be used for analyses, but that they would remain anonymous. When continuing,
respondents were asked to fill out demographic information that have been linked to increased
willingness to pay for fair trade products such as age, gender and education (De Pelsmacker et al.,
2005). Moreover, respondents had to indicate weekly grocery budget and the amount of people in
the household for which groceries were bought. Next, participants were randomly assigned to one of
the four conditions. Either an instruction with a physical supermarket context was given, or
respondents were instructed in the context of an online shopping environment. Participants were
then asked to proceed and rate products in this context. All participants rated a total of sixteen
products, four from every category (e.g. orange juice) on their willingness to buy the product in the
suggested as responses were forced.

3.2

Procedure

Selected product categories were coffee, chocolate, orange juice and noodles. Coffee and chocolate
were selected as they are traditionally used in research investigating the influence of fair trade labels
and attributes (e.g. de Ferran & Grunert, 2007; De Pelsmacker et al., 2005; Didier & Lucie, 2008;
Rousseau, 2015; Salvador, Merchant, & Alexander, 2014; Van Dam, 2016). Orange juice and noodles
were selected in order to have a wide array of products covering numerous consumption situations
(e.g. juice, warm drink, snack and evening meal product). Notably, the layout of products was slightly
different on a mobile survey in comparison to a survey answered on a computer. Respondents could
indicate their willingness to buy a product on a 5 point Likert scale. Other research using willingness
to buy as the dependent variable used 6 point, or 10 point Likert scales (e.g. Rebollar, Lidón, Serrano,
Martín, & Fernández, 2012; Richardson et al., 1994; Siegrist, Stampfli, & Kastenholz, 2008). However,
it can be argued that the differences between the labels used on a 5-point Likert scale are more clear
and as such easier to understand for respondents. On the question “would you be willing to buy this
product in a supermarket/ online supermarket” labels from 1 to 5 were set as the Dutch translations
of ‘definitely not’, ‘probably not’, ‘might or might not’, ‘probably’ and ‘definitely yes’.
Apart from initial instruction information (physical or online supermarket) given to
participants, product cues were also altered. As online eye tracking studies (Benn et al., 2015)
indicate high attention to both product image and product title, cues should be emphasised in these
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regions. Product cues receive more attention when accompanied with contrasting colours to the
background (Janiszewski, 1998; Jiang & Punj, 2010; Peschel & Orquin, 2013). Thus it was decided to
use colourful labels displayed on a white background next to the product title. This was preferred to
increasing the label size on the product images as some product packages were designed in the
colours that were used for the label resulting in a less contrasting position for the label. Hence, half
of respondents were shown products with a fair trade and a ‘cheap but good buy’ label next to
product titles, whilst the other half did not. All respondents were presented product information in
the form of product images, product titles, prices and content (grams or litres). Information was
extracted from the online shopping website of the biggest Dutch supermarket, Albert Heijn (Albert
Heijn, 2017). As the survey was created in QUALTRICS, additional information such as nutritional
value and allergies could not be added in an intuitive manner. This is due to the fact that QUALTRICS
does not provide the option to click on an image or title to continue to another page, or show
additional information when hovering over. Consequently, these attributes could not be used to
make a decision. An example of one subset of products is displayed in figure 2.
Although the influence of product placement (e.g. left, centre or right product) is not always
supported (Chandon et al., 2006; Janiszewski, 1990), some evidence can be found to support it
(Valenzuela & Raghubir, 2009). This is why the positions of fair trade and cheap products were
shifted around. Additionally, product subsets themselves, such as coffee products or noodles, are
randomised in order.

Milkchocolate

Verkade

Milka

AH Basic

AH biological

€1,69 - 100 g

€0,99 - 100 g

€0,49 - 100 g

€1,29 – 100 g

Would you buy this product in the supermarket?
Absolutely not

Probably not

Perhaps,
perhaps not

Probably

Absolutely

Verkade
Milka
AH Basic
AH biological

Figure 2: Example of products displayed in survey
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After rating all products participants were asked how frequently they visit regular and online
supermarkets. Participants were not asked to fill out a product involvement scale for all products as
the influence of involvement is arguably negligible (Bezençon & Blili, 2011). Respondents were asked
to indicate the frequency of purchase, liking and possible allergies for all product categories. These
questions were implemented to control for individual differences in preferences across categories.
This is necessary as it is understandable that the willingness to buy a product decreases when people
dislike certain product categories (e.g. coffee) or are allergic to a food item (e.g. chocolate). Lastly, it
was recorded whether the survey was filled out on a computer or on a mobile device (smartphone or
tablet). As the lay out of the shopping environment was slightly altered for the mobile form,
influence of manipulations may differ across devices.
Finishing these questions, respondents were able to fill in their e-mail addresses to get a chance at
winning the €10,- voucher. After this, participants were kindly thanked for their participation and
made aware that the vouchers would be distributed after the closing of the survey.
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4.

Results

4.1

Demographics

251 respondents filled out the questionnaire. After deletion of respondents with missing covariate
information (e.g. frequency of purchases and liking of product) and respondents with allergies 241
people were left for further analysis. Firstly, several assumptions were checked to check the data and
identify outliers. Firstly, univariate normality per condition for all willingness to buy scores for the fair
trade products and ‘cheap but good buy’-products were checked. KS-normality tests were found
significant for most variables in all conditions (p < .05). Hence, it was concluded that the univariate
responses were non-normal. However, as the F test used in the follow up procedure is known to be
robust against deviations from univariate normality (Lix, Keselman, & Keselman, 1996), it can be
argued that this not a big problem.
Inspecting boxplots for all variables, several outliers were detected although none consistently.
Consequently, these outliers were left in for further analysis. On the multivariate level, outliers were
also looked at using the Mahalanobis Distance. Creating a boxplot for these distances per condition
resulted in the identification of nine multivariate outliers which were deleted after identification.
Consequently, 232 respondents were left in for further analysis.
Of these 232 participants 88 were male and 144 were female. Moreover, 75 surveys were filled out
on the computer whilst mobile devices were used to complete 157 surveys. The average age of
respondents was 27,21 and 207 people bought their own groceries whilst 25 answered to not buy
their own groceries. All conditions were represented quite evenly ranging from 60 to 56 respondents
across the groups. A brief summary of group demographics is displayed in table 2.
Table 2: Summary of group demographics

% of females
% of mobile devices use
% buys own groceries
Mean Age
Respondents count

Supermarket
no cue
60%
67%
89%
26.79
57

Online
no cue
68%
66%
88%
28.66
59

Supermarket
with cue
57%
70%
87%
27.08
60

Online
with cue
64%
68%
93%
26.25
56

Total
62%
68%
89%
27.21
232

The distribution of males and females across conditions was checked by the use of a chi-square test
and was found to be insignificant, X2 (df = 3, N = 232) = 1,825, p > .05. Similarly, distribution of the
use of mobile and computer devices to fill out the survey was checked and was found to be
insignificant, X2 (df = 3, N = 232) = .242, p > .05. Lastly, it was checked whether respondents in the
conditions did not differ between whether they purchase their own groceries. These differences
were also found to be insignificant, X2 (df = 3, N = 232) = 1.253, p > .05.
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4.2

Covariates

Willingness to buy 'cheap but
good buy products'

Before proceeding with the multivariate analysis, possible covariates should be checked. With
multiple MANCOVA’s, frequency of purchase and liking for particular product categories were
checked as well age, gender, education, budget, device (e.g. mobile or computer) and whether a
person buys their own products. Only the ‘cheap but good’ and fair trade products were considered
as DV’s as the others only functioned as distractors in the survey. Means for these products across
conditions are shown in figure 3 (cheap but good products) and figure 4 (fair trade products).

5
4.5
4
3.5
3
2.5
2
1.5
1

Supermarket, no cue
Online, no cue
Supermarket with cue
Online with cue
Coffee

Chocolate

Orange Juice

Noodles

Product category

Willingness to buy fair trade
product

Figure 3: Group means for willingness to buy ‘cheap but good’ product variants across conditions.
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Chocolate

Orange Juice

Noodles

Product category
Figure 4: Group means for willingness to buy fair trade product variants across conditions.

Gender, age, education and budget were not found to have significant effects with any of the
products. Moreover, whether a person buys their own product did not influence the willingness to
buy either. Liking and frequency of purchasing a certain product was found significant. For instance,
the liking for coffee showed multivariate significance, but when looking at the univariate statistics it
was noted that such liking was only significant for willingness to buy both coffee product variants.
Looking at bivariate correlations, relatively high correlation were found between fair trade products
and cheaper products (r < .3 was uncommon). Hence it was suggested that the inert preference of a
person for either fair trade or cheaper products may also account for high within-group variances.
Hence, it was concluded that a repeated measure design may be effective in capturing these
preferences.
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4.3

Repeated Measure ANOVA

The repeated measure model specified two within-subject factors, one representing the product
categories (e.g. chocolate or coffee) and the other representing product variants (e.g. fair trade or
cheap coffee). Hence, the first factor had four levels whilst the second only contained two. The DV’s
used to define the factors were the ratings on the willingness to buy scale for all products. The fixed
factors used were the presence/absence of cues and the suggested context being either online or in
a supermarket.
Box’s M tests for homogeneity of (co)variances was found insignificant F (108, 114888) = 1,118, p =
.189 > .01. Levene’s test for homogeneity of variance across groups was mostly found to be
insignificant (p > .05), except for fair trade coffee (p = .029). More importantly, Mauchly’s test was
found significant for the product category factor, X2 (df = 5, N =232) = 13.049, p = .023 < .05, whilst
the product variant (i.e. fair trade or non- fair trade) factor, X2 (df = 0, N = 232) = 000, p = 1.0, and the
interaction, X2 (df = 5, N = 232) = 1.926, p = .859 were found insignificant. The significance of
Mauchly’s test for product category should be taken into account when looking which test statistic
will be used to determine significance when multivariate tests differ substantially from within subject
tests. However, the multivariate tests will mostly be discussed as they are known to have more
power (Vasey & Thayer, 1987).

Willingness to buy product

A significant within subject effect was found for product variants, Wilk’s Lambda = .978, F(1,
228) = 5.066, p = .025. Using contrasts, it was found that this effect was -.152 meaning that fair trade
products were rated lower on the willingness to buy scale. However, this effects can be called small,
R2 = .046. Moreover, the product categories themselves were found to be rated significantly different
from one another, Wilk’s Lambda = .954, F (3, 226) = 3.609, p = .014. Comparably, the within subject
effect for product category was rated slightly more significant, Greenhouse-Geisser = 12.920,
F(3,226) = 3.895, p = 0.10. Investigating further, contrasts showed that noodles were rated more
positively in comparison to orange juice [F (1,228) = 6.014, p = .015] and coffee [F (1, 228) = 12.251, p
= .002]. Additionally, the interaction between product variant and product category was found to be
significant as well without any differences between multivariate and within subject tests, Wilk’s
Lambda = .999, F (3, 226) = 6.660, p = .000. Although not in one direction, the effect size for this
interaction effect was medium, R2 = .081. Although not significant, the second order interaction
between product variant *product category *context is worth mentioning, Wilk’s Lambda = .970, F(3,
226) = 2.333, p = .075. Figure 5 shows this effect by displaying the estimated marginal means for the
products for both the fair trade and cheaper variant.
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Noodles
Fair trade

Cheap but good
Product variant

Figure 5: Estimated marginal means between fair trade or cheaper product variants for all products.
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Between subject factors were much less significant. Cue absence or presence did not make a
difference represented by its p-value, F(1, 228) = .113, p = .737. Moreover, the suggested online or
supermarket context was not found significant, F(1, 228) = .105, p = .747. Also, the interaction
between the two was found to be insignificant as well, F(1, 228) = .026, p = .873.

Diference between cue-no cue
in wiillingness to buy products

The second order interaction between cue absence or presence, product category and product
variant displayed in figure 6. The figure corrects for the difference between cue absence or presence
by reducing the willingness to buy ratings in the situations without cues from the conditions with
cues. Although this effect was not significant at the .10 level, its p-value of .075 does give reason to
explore the effect further. However, the effect size for this effect remained limited, R2 = .030. Table 3
gives a brief summary of relevant main- and interaction effects.
0.15
0.1
0.05

Coffee

0

Chocolate

-0.05

Orange juice

-0.1

Noodles

-0.15
Fair Trade

Cheap but good
Product variant

Figure 6: Interaction between fair trade or cheaper product, and product itself corrected for cue use.

Table 3: Main- and interaction effects for within- and between subject effects.

Effects
Within subjects effects
Product variant
Product category
Product variant* Product category
Between subject effects
Cues
Context
Cues* Context
Interactions between within- and between effects
Product variant* Cues
Product variant* Context
Product category* Cues
Product category* Context
2nd order interactions within- and between effects
Product variant* Cues* Context
Product category* Cues* Context
Product variant* Product category* Cues
Product variant* Product category* Context

df1

df2

F

p-value

Partial R2

1
3
3

228
226
226

5.066
3.609
6.014

.025
.014
.000

.022
.046
.081

1
1
1

228
228
228

.113
.105
.026

.737
.747
.873

.000
.000
.000

1
1
3
3

228
228
226
226

.036
.623
1.244
1.637

.850
.431
.294
.174

.000
.003
.016
.022

1
3
3
3

228
226
226
226

.110
.072
2.333
.140

.741
.975
.075
.936

.000
.001
.030
.002
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5.

Discussion

5.1

Conclusions

This research investigated the following question: how do emphasising price or the fair trade label
influence the willingness to buy a product in an online grocery shopping environment in comparison
to a physical supermarket situation? This was investigated through the use of a survey where
participants had to rate products on the willingness to buy a product. Results were used to test the
hypotheses displayed in table 4.
Starting with H1a and H1b, no significant main effect of context was found neither did results show a
significant interaction effect between suggested context and product variant (i.e. fair trade or cheap)
on the willingness to buy products. Several reasons can be appointed for the absence of these
effects. On a methodological note, it could be argued that the instruction used in the current paper
was not strong enough to evoke a certain mental construal within participants. Creating a mental
construal where both spatial and temporal distances are short for participants filling out the survey
on a web browser may not have been successful. Although every question aimed to remind
respondents about their context (i.e. online or physical supermarket) by stating the context such as
‘would you buy this product in the supermarket?’, the manipulation may not have achieved its goal.
Moreover, it could be that the mental construal differences were attained through the manipulation,
but that respondents did not act in the hypothesised manner. As such, it is recommended that a
latent variable measuring the mental construal of participants should be included in future research.
By doing so the effect of the manipulation on the mental construal and the effect of the mental
construal on the scores can be separated, to gain insight into where a manipulation has failed.
Table 4: Rejected or confirmed hypotheses in the study.

Hypotheses
H1a: In an online grocery shopping environment, consumers will show a higher
willingness to buy fair trade products in comparison to the physical grocery
environment.

Confirmed
or rejected
Rejected

H1b: In a physical grocery environment consumers will show a higher willingness to Rejected
buy cheaper products in comparison to an online grocery shopping environment.
H2: Increasing attribute prominence by the use of a label increases the willingness to Rejected
buy a product.
H3a: The presence of a fair trade label after a product’s title will result in a higher Rejected
willingness to buy fair trade products in an online grocery shopping environment in
comparison to an online environment without such a label.
H3b: In a physical grocery shopping environment the presence of a ‘cheap, but good’ Rejected
label after a product’s title will result in a higher willingness to buy the cheaper
product in comparison to a physical environment without such a label.
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Continuing with H2, the main effect of the presence or absence of cues was found insignificant.
Although a promising effect existed as a second order interaction between product variant, product
category and the absence or presence of product cues, this effect was small and mostly negative.
Consequently, H2 is rejected. As numerous studies have reproduced the effect of attribute
prominence through the use of cues (e.g. Jiang & Punj, 2010; Tversky, Sattath, & Slovic, 1988), it is
surprising that this research has not been able to find the effect. However, several differences are
present between this study and several of the studies that have found the effect. First and foremost,
the experiment used in this study allowed for people to fill out the survey on both a computer and a
mobile phone. For the latter, the size of the cues might have posed a problem as mobile displays are
much smaller than their computer counterparts. Although no significant interaction was found
between device used to answer the survey and the absence or presence of cues, this may still have
posed as an issue. Other studies investigating the effect of attribute prominence through the use of
cues on the preference of a product only allowed respondents to fill out the questions on a computer
(Jiang & Punj, 2010). Moreover it was not checked whether people were familiar with the labels used
as cues. Hence, people that are unfamiliar with the fair trade logo or the fair trade concept in general
may not have been influenced by the cue. Similarly, the effect of the ‘cheap but good’ label used for
the cheaper products may be prone to this limitation.
H3 combined both H2 and H1 and posited that an interaction between both the absence or presence
of cues and the suggested context would exist for different product variants. However, results
indicate that the interaction between the former two, the fixed factors, was insignificant. Moreover,
the interaction between product variant, suggested context and the absence or presence of product
cues was also found to be insignificant. Consequently, H3 is rejected.
Moreover, all covariates that respondents were asked to fill out were found insignificant. This is
inconsistent with literature stating that demographics such as gender, education, age and budget
can predict ethical or organic purchases (Andorfer, 2013; De Pelsmacker et al., 2005). Within subject
factor used in the RM model to give insight in preferences for product variant (fair trade or non-fair
trade) and product categories (e.g. noodles or coffee) were found significant. Although the
interaction between these two was found significant as well and the effect size was medium, the
practical value may be limited as the effect does not work into one direction for all products.
Furthermore, it is unclear why the fair trade attribute increases the willingness to buy orange juice
whilst for noodles it decreases in comparison to the cheaper alternatives.

5.2

Limitations

One reason for the insignificance of the effects tested in this study is the large within group variance
in comparison to the between group variance. In order to decrease this variance, this study checked
the significance of several covariates. However, gender, age, budget, device used to answer the
survey and other factors were all found to insignificantly influence the willingness to buy ratings.
Nevertheless, some possibly interesting factors were not included in this study. For instance, theory
suggests that people scoring high on an exhibitionism scale were found to have a higher green
product (e.g. fair trade) preference when purchasing a product in public (e.g. in the supermarket) or
for a public purpose, such as a laptop versus a desktop (Naderi & Strutton, 2015). Moreover, the
extent of altruism of a person has been found to influence the willingness to pay a premium for fair
trade products in comparison to alternatives (Reinstein & Song, 2012). Additionally, factors such as
religion have been speculated to contribute to the willingness to buy fair trade products (Salvador et
al., 2014).
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Although the cause for the insignificant effects could be the lack of several possibly important
covariates in the model, it could also be that the manipulations itself were not strong enough. For
instance, the experiment could have been unsuccessful in creating a convincing online- and physical
shopping environment. As all participants answered their questions through an online survey, either
on a mobile device or on the computer at any location, an instruction may not have been enough to
create the illusion of physically being present in a supermarket. Consequently, the suggested
instructed context, either being a physical or online shopping environment, may not have created the
spatial and temporal distances as was hypothesised. Including a latent variable to control for the
success of the manipulation to increase these distances may be wise in future research to gain more
insight into where the manipulation failed.
A general remark about the shopping environment in which respondents had to fill out the survey is
the inability to click on products to obtain extra information. Consequently, participants could only
rate a product based on the front of its packaging, the price, content and brand name whilst no
information about nutritional value, production location and other possibly relevant information was
available. European consumers have indicated that, on average, about 30% uses additional
information such as nutritional values to make a decision (Grunert, Wills, & Fernández-Celemín,
2010) although eye tracking studies do not back this up (Benn et al., 2015).
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6.2

Appendix 2:

Survey Used for the Experiment

Introduction:
Thank you for participating in this research.
This study is about the consuming behaviour of people in supermarkets.
Your answers to the questions will stay anonymous
The study is conducted by a student for his thesis.
The answers that you provide will be used for the purpose of data analysis, and will not be used for
commercial goals.
When clicking on the arrows to proceed, you give permission to the researcher to use your answers
for further analysis.
If you would like to win one of the three vouchers with a value of €10,- you can provide your e-mail
address at the end of the survey.

Suggested context manipulation:
(Respondents received one of the following texts, after which they could proceed to rating products)
Context: Online Supermarket
Context: Physical Supermarket
The following questions are about your The following questions are about your
consumption behaviour in an online supermarket.
consumption behaviour in the supermarket.

Please imagine yourself just coming home, and
reminding that you forgot to do some groceries.
You decide to visit the online grocery shopping site
displayed above. When you have selected and paid
for the groceries, you know that the products will
be delivered tomorrow.

Please imagine yourself on your way to home, just
when you remind that you still need to get several
groceries. You decide to head over to the
supermarket displayed above to do these
groceries. When you have selected and paid for
the groceries you take the products to your home.

-Respondents are rating all 16 products on the willingness to buy these products-
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After rating products, respondents received several background questions
Do you purchase your own groceries?
-

Yes

-

No

(if no, the next three questions are skipped)

Do you buy your groceries online, in the supermarket or both?
-

Online

-

Supermarket

-

Both

How many euros do you, on average, spend on groceries per week?
-

0 – 30

-

30 – 50

-

50 – 100

-

100 – 200

-

200 or more

For how many people do you buy groceries?
I buy groceries for (…) people

How often do you buy the following products?
(Almost)
Never

Once
per
month

Once per Once per 3 times a
two weeks
week
week

Daily

Filtercoffee
Orange Juice
Milkchocolate
Noodles
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How much do you like to following products?
I very
much don’t I don’t like
like it
it

Neutral

I like it

I like it very
much

Filtercoffee
Orange Juice
Milkchocolate
Noodles

Are you allergic to one of the following products? Please indicate what applies.
-

Filtercoffee

-

Orange Juice

-

Milkchocolate

-

Noodles

What is your gender?
-

Male

-

Female

-

Other

How old are you?
I am (…) years old

What is your highest education that you have finished, or are doing at the moment?
-

Elementary school

-

High school

-

MBO

-

HBO/WO

What do you think that the goal of this study was?
(…)

Thank you for participating in this research! If you like to make a chance of winning one of the three
€10,- vouchers please fill in your e-mail address here. Before the end of june, the winners will receive
an e-mail with the voucher in it.
(…)
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