
TÁRKI EUROPEAN SOCIAL REPORT 2009 TÁRKI EUROPEAN SOCIAL REPORT 2009

97Conscious consumption

Conscious consumption6. 
an analysis of food purchase and change in consumer behaviour

Annamaria Gati



TÁRKI EUROPEAN SOCIAL REPORT 2009

98 Conscious consumption

TÁRKI EUROPEAN SOCIAL REPORT 2009

Introduction6.1.	

Consumers’ decision making and behaviour lie at the heart of market research. How-
ever, in the past few years these phenomena have captured the attention of social 
scientists as well. According to Erasmus et al. (2001), market researchers have a long 
tradition of investigating how consumers make their choices, while the best-known 
social science models of consumer decision making were developed in the 1960s and 
1970s. Most of these models treated decision making as a logical problem-solving 
exercise, and identified different stages through which consumers would go to arrive 
at their final decision.

The most influential theoretical approach in research was the rational approach of 
neoclassical economics, which assumes that consumers, as rational actors, evaluate 
all the available alternatives and choose the one which maximizes their utility. Al-
though the rational approach still plays a dominant role in the explanation of con-
sumer choice, it came to be heavily criticized in the 1980s. Erasmus et al. (2001) distin-
guishes three main criticisms.

The first is the assumption of rationality. According to its critics, the rational ap-
proach overemphasizes the role of external factors in decision making and neglects 
the actors’ emotions. Research has confirmed that not only does the evaluation proc-
ess involve the flow of cognitive information processing, but emotions are also acti-
vated.

The second criticism targeted the generalization of the rational decision-making 
process. Many argued that the rational approach might result in a biased understand-
ing of behaviour if it is used to explain every kind of decision-making situation, re-
gardless of the specifics of the situation. Frequency and importance of the purchase 
may also alter the ideal process of rational decision making.

Finally, the decision-making process may not be as complicated as we usually 
think. Consumers have stored information of past experiences, and this may be acti-
vated before the purchase and so make the decision-making process quicker.

From the above, it is easily understandable how there came to be a more intense 
involvement of “soft” factors, such as emotions, in consumer science research. We 
must add, however, that the development of sociological theories also provided a 
tailwind to these changes.

In line with the dominant class-based sociological theory, for many years most 
social scientists regarded consumption as dependent on an individual’s position in 
society and production. Bourdieu (1984) described extensively the role of consump-
tion in representing and reproducing social classes.

As a reaction to the globalization of production and consumption, critical sociol-
ogy often targeted mass consumption as dangerously conforming behaviour. The 
growing interest in lifestyle research, however, rediscovered consumption as a central 
domain of identity formation, and more space was devoted to values and cultural 
attributes in the explanation of consumer decisions and behaviour. Alongside con-
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sumption, moreover, such phenomena as non-consumption or boycott also sparked 
some interest as a mode of protest.

Market researchers had to realize, too, that the use of demographic- and status-
representing variables only does not yield an effective prediction of consumer choice. 
New tools (e.g. the Values, Attitudes and Lifestyles Survey (VALS) or the Activities, 
Interests and Opinions (AIO) method were developed to identify consumer segments 
based on personality and lifestyle attributes. The introduction of soft attributes into 
the research on consumer decisions and behaviour, as well as a growing awareness 
of certain negative aspects of globalized production, turned researchers’ attention 
towards the ethical elements of consumption.

According to Vitell (2003), market researchers did address the ethical aspects of 
consumption, though they were more concerned with the seller side, and it is only in 
the last decade that they have become more interested in consumer ethics. Vitell and 
Muncy (ibid.) developed a Consumer Ethic Scale to analyse the extent to which con-
sumers believe certain behaviour to be ethical or unethical. Vitell and Hunt (ibid.) 
formed the theory of ethical consumption to explain consumers’ ethical judgements 
during the evaluation of alternatives.

While early research into consumer ethics centred on environmental issues, of late 
there has been a growing interest in socially responsible consumption. The emer-
gence of social responsibility in the context of consumption is largely a result of grow-
ing media attention regarding the labour practices of multinational companies.

Social science is not market research, but the 2005 Special Eurobarometer study 
of food safety gives us an opportunity to look at some basic factors in consumer 
choice. In the following analysis, we first look at what Europeans consider when they 
choose food and how they change their consumption behaviour when they learn of 
unsafe items. Drawing on the second and third rounds of the European Social Survey 
(ESS) from 2004 and 2006, we are also going to show how likely Europeans are to 
boycott products, and how this behaviour is associated with other forms of protest. 
Although the data allow us to study mainly the effects of demographic factors, value-
related elements are going to be included in the analysis, wherever they are available.

Factors of food purchase in the EU25 and the 6.2.	
old/new member states

The most comprehensive set of factors influencing food choice was given in the 2005 
Special Eurobarometer report on food safety. Respondents to the survey were asked 
to select from a list of 12 factors the two criteria that were most important in their 
purchase decisions. Since the country and the item-specific distributions have already 
been published in the report on this survey (European Commission 2006), country 
comparisons are going to be made with respect to the grouped decision factors. We 
further decided to look at the differences in the way states divided up according to 
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Figure 6.1: Factors of food 
purchase in the EU25, OMS and 
NMS 

Source: Special Eurobarometer 
survey on food safety (2005).

Notes: None (1%) and Don’t know 
(1%) answers not shown.

N = 24,643 (for EU25): 15,466 
(OMS) and 9,177 (NMS). 

whether they were old EU member states (OMS) or new EU member states (NMS). 
We also created further clusters out of the member states.

As Figure 6.1 shows, the most influential factors in the choices of European con-
sumers are quality and price. These elements were chosen by around 40% or more 
of the respondents. For about a fifth of the consumers, the appearance of the food 
is important. This is followed by taste, healthiness and family preferences. All the 
other elements were mentioned by less than 10% of respondents.

It is also evident from the figure that the pattern of importance for the old mem-
ber states is almost identical to that for the EU25 as a whole, whereas we can observe 
certain discrepancies in the pattern of the newcomers. The element that was most 
frequently chosen by respondents from the new member states was price (46%). 
Quality was picked by only 34% (roughly the same as appearance). Taste was chosen 
by a fifth of the respondents, and 12% mentioned healthiness as a decision factor.
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The noticeably high response rates for the “appearance” element in the NMS may 
be due to the fact that often consumer product information in these states is not as 
transparent as it is in many of the OMS.

We must be cautious, however, in interpreting these numbers. As the response 
categories for this question are not mutually exclusive, we may not be correct in con-
cluding that only 14% of the EU population is health conscious when choosing food. 
For example, the broad category of “quality” might be related to health and healthi-
ness for many respondents.

To get some impression of the individual countries, one may look at how popular 
the suggested elements were among the respondents in each. Since the popularity 
of the individual factors in the member states is also included in the Eurobarometer 
report, we constructed six groups out of the purchase factors: (1) price; (2) quality; (3) 
taste and appearance/freshness; (4) healthiness, food safety and avoiding allergy; (5) 
production method, country of origin, brand name; (6) family, habit, convenience.
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Figure 6.2: Popularity of price, 
quality, aesthetic, health and 
production element groups in 
the member states (%)

Source: Special Eurobarometer 
survey on food safety (2005).

Note: The “Other” category is not 
shown. 

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80

PT

SK

LV

PL

LT

DE

HU

FR

IE

GR

NL

EE

CY

CZ

FI

SI

SE

ES

UK

IT

BE

MT

AT

DK

LU

%

Production methodHealthAestheticQualityPrice



TÁRKI EUROPEAN SOCIAL REPORT 2009

102 Conscious consumption

TÁRKI EUROPEAN SOCIAL REPORT 2009

Taste and appearance were put together, since, to some extent, they both repre-
sent an aesthetic dimension of food purchase. The elements of the fourth group are 
all health related, and the fifth cluster’s elements were put together because they all 
indicate the importance of product signposting. These signposts may represent a 
specific way of production (organic rather than non-organic), a specific country, re-
gion or brand. Family, habit and convenience were grouped into the sixth “other” 
category, as we did not find them to be closely related to any of the other groups.

Figure 6.2 shows the proportion of respondents in the individual countries who 
chose elements from these newly constructed factor groups. 

Pricea)	
The graph is arranged by importance of price. It seems at first sight as though the 
percentage of price-sensitive respondents varies greatly from country to country. 
Luxembourg has the lowest rate, with less than 30% of respondents picking price as 
a decision factor in their food purchases. Portugal lies at the other extreme, where 
almost double the respondents (close to 60%) reported price as a factor in their deci-
sions. Among the Continental states, only Austria and Belgium are at all similar to 
Luxembourg in terms of price sensitivity, while the three other states in that group 
(France, Germany and the Netherlands) all show higher rates of around 45%. The 
countries of the Scandinavian group have rates of 30–40% for price sensitivity. The 
Mediterranean countries show some discrepancies as well. While Malta, Italy and 
Spain have figures similar to the Scandinavian group, in Cyprus and Greece we find 
more than 40% of respondents picking price. The highest rate in this group is to be 
found in Portugal (almost 60%). In the Anglo-Saxon group, the UK has similar rates to 
the Scandinavian group, and Ireland seems to be closer to some of the Continental 
countries in terms of price sensitivity. Finally, in the post-socialist group, only Slovenia 
and the Czech Republic are at all similar to the Scandinavian countries, whereas all the 
others have more than 40% of price-sensitive respondents. Slovakia even crosses the 
50% threshold.

Qualityb)	
If we look at quality, the high end seems to be dominated by the Mediterranean 
group. In three of these countries (Cyprus, Greece and Portugal) more than 60% of 
the respondents chose this element. Rather lower (but still with above 50%) come 
two of the Scandinavian states (Sweden and Denmark), some of the Mediterranean 
countries (Malta and Spain), Luxembourg and Ireland. The only post-socialist state to 
have this level of quality-sensitive respondents was Slovenia. The 40–50% range is 
dominated by the Continental states, while the bottom end is mostly populated by 
the post-socialist countries, which show rates of between 30% and 40%. 
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Aesthetic factorc)	
The aesthetic factor is most popular in some of the post-socialist states (Poland, Czech 
Republic and Lithuania), but Continental states such as Austria, Belgium and Germany 
show above 40% interest as well. In the rest of the post-socialist group, more than a 
third of respondents voted for aesthetic factors, and this rate is similar in the Anglo-
Saxon, the remaining Continental states, Malta, Italy and the Scandinavian countries. 
The bottom end in terms of this factor is exclusively occupied by Mediterranean coun-
tries, in which less than 30% of respondents are influenced by any of the aesthetic 
elements when purchasing food.

Healthiness factord)	
If we look at the healthiness factor, it would seem that this is most important (above 
30%) in some of the Mediterranean countries, such as Malta, Italy and Cyprus. The 
votes for this factor in most countries fall between 20% and 30%. All the Continental 
states, the Anglo-Saxon countries, the Scandinavian states (with the exception of 
Sweden), Greece, Spain, Hungary and Slovenia belong to this middle group. The low-
est rates were observed in the remaining post-socialist countries, in Sweden and Por-
tugal.

Production factore)	
The countries are distributed most widely in terms of the production factor. This en-
joys its highest popularity (above 30%) in Finland and Sweden. In these states about 
six times as many respondents picked any of the elements in this factor as in Portugal. 
Around a fifth or more of respondents consider these elements in Austria, Luxem-
bourg, Denmark, Estonia, Hungary and Italy. The lowest interest was expressed in 
Portugal, Slovakia, Cyprus and the Czech Republic. In the rest of the states, some 
10–20% of respondents voted for this factor.

Factors of food purchase by geographic cluster6.3.	

To simplify the above picture of individual countries, states were collapsed into five 
clusters: (1) Scandinavian; (2) Anglo-Saxon; (3) Mediterranean; (4) Post-socialist; and (5) 
Continental. This classification gives us an opportunity to paint a simpler picture than 
if we look at individual countries, and also allows us to look at the deviations in a little 
more detail than the OMS–NMS division. 



TÁRKI EUROPEAN SOCIAL REPORT 2009

104 Conscious consumption

TÁRKI EUROPEAN SOCIAL REPORT 2009

Figure 6.3: Factor groups by 
country cluster 

Source: Special Eurobarometer 
survey on food safety (2005).

Notes: Anglo-Saxon – Ireland, UK; 
Continental – Austria, Belgium, 
France, Germany, Luxembourg, 
the Netherlands; Mediterranean – 
Cyprus, Greece, Italy, Malta, 
Portugal, Spain; Post-socialist – 
Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, 
Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Slovakia, 
Slovenia; Scandinavian – Den-
mark, Finland, Sweden.

Anglo-Saxon N = 2,334; Continen-
tal N = 6,101; Mediterranean N = 
5,018; Post-socialist N = 8,175; 
Scandinavian N = 3,015. 
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Figure 6.3 shows the distribution of the element clusters for the different country 
groups. The overall tendencies are the same as in Figure 6.1: the most important ele-
ments are quality and price. Third comes the aesthetic factor, followed by the health-
related group of elements. While somewhere below 20% of respondents chose 
production-related elements, rather more than 20% picked either family or conven-
ience or habit (“Other”).

As for the country clusters, it is striking that the post-socialist countries bring up 
the rear in terms of quality and health consciousness, but are in front in terms of price 
sensitivity. Respondents in these countries contribute fundamentally to the overall 
rate of 41% for this element. It is also evident from the figure that the aesthetic factor 
is valued a lot more in these states – taste or appearance as factors in a decision are 
marked by more than 50% of respondents.

The other four clusters, which contain largely the old member states, do not show 
completely identical patterns of choice. While the Continental graph is most similar to 
the EU25 distribution, the others are likely to deviate in terms of at least two factors. 
If we compare these groups, respondents from the Continental states show the low-
est rate for the quality element and (like the post-socialist group) high rates for price. 
It also seems that the overall importance of the aesthetic factor is due not only to the 
high post-socialist rate, but is partly driven up by the Continental and Anglo-Saxon 
respondents.

The divergences between country clusters are not so striking when we look at the 
health-related elements, but when we move onto the production-related factor, the 
nearly 30% support that is found in the Scandinavian group is seen to be almost 
double that of the other country clusters. Finally, the rate of those choosing elements 
in the “other” group is between 19% and 24% in all the country clusters.
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The background to quality consciousness 6.4.	
With the exception of price, most of the other elements can be treated as quality in-
dicators. Based on respondents’ choices, we distinguished those who chose an ele-
ment (or elements) that is/are quality related1 from those who picked either price 
only or else a combination that contained price. The members of the former group, 
by virtue of the fact that they did not name price as the most important factor, all 
placed greater emphasis on quality, and may be classified as the quality-conscious 
group.

In order to discover the basic factors behind this consciousness, we ran two bi-
nary logistic regressions. The dependent variable of these analyses was a dummy 
variable with the value of 1 for respondents who chose either one quality-related ele-
ment only or two elements that were both quality related, and 0 for respondents 
who picked price only or mentioned a combination that contained price. Therefore 
our regression estimates the chances of someone choosing only quality-related ele-
ments, rather than picking price.

The main explanatory variables included in our model were the available demo-
graphic variables, such as gender, age (four categories), economic activity (six catego-
ries), and place of living (city or village). Using a dummy variable, we also included the 
presence of children under 15 in the household. This could have two contradictory 
effects on the preference for quality: a) living in a household with children could turn 
the members of the household more towards quality; or b) having children around 
may suggest the presence of a financial burden, which pushes respondents more 
towards price-oriented behaviour.

As was mentioned in the introduction, research has shown that soft factors also 
have a role in shaping consumer preferences. In terms of quality consciousness, we 
imagined that, of the available value indicators, the importance of health and the 
importance of identity and culture may turn out to increase consumers’ taste for 
quality. Those who offered culture and identity as important life domains may be 
more likely than those for whom these domains are not important to express this 
through their purchases. Finally, we also included a variable indicating whether the 
respondent had ever learned about unsafe food through the media.

Since information on income was not available in the data set, and since education 
was not explicitly asked of respondents,2 these variables were not included in our 
analysis.

Two models were applied to our data. The explanatory variables above were in-
cluded in both, but in the first one we entered additional country dummies, and in the 
second we entered an OMS–NMS dummy, as well as the interaction of this dummy 

1	 We treated as quality related the following items: quality, taste, appearance, healthiness, production, 
brand, country of origin, avoiding allergy. Convenience, family and habit were omitted from our 
analysis at this point.

2	 Respondents were only asked how old they were when they left school. 
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Figure 6.4: The extent to which 
reference respondents from 
different nations are more/less 
likely to be quality conscious 
than the Polish reference 
respondent [Exp(B)]

Source: Special Eurobarometer 
survey on food safety (2005). 

Note: Exp(B) (Intercept) for the 
reference Polish respondent: 
0.564.

with the rest of the explanatory variables. While the first model shows differences by 
country for a respondent with hypothetical characteristics, the second shows us how 
the old and the new member states differ in terms of quality consciousness.

When interpreting the Exp(B) coefficients, one must take 1 as the reference point, 
meaning that the groups compared are not significantly different from each other. 
Coefficients of below 1 mean that the members of the given category are less likely 
to pick one or two quality-related elements than are people from the reference 
group; coefficients in excess of 1 indicate that the group members are more likely to 
be quality conscious than are the reference group members.

An illustration of country differences through the example  a)	
of a hypothetical respondent – Model 1

When interpreting the results of our first model, we turn our attention to the sig-
nificance of the country dummies. The way we have set up this model, the reference 
category is as follows: Polish, female, aged under 20, unemployed, lives in a village, 
comes from a household where no young child is present, never learned about food 
safety issues through the media, considers neither health nor identity and culture to 
be important life domains. The significant country differences are presented in Fig-
ure 6.4.
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On the basis of the results of our regression, a person with the same characteris-
tics is more likely than the Polish respondent to be quality conscious if he/she is French, 
Belgian, German, Italian, Danish, Hungarian, Slovenian, Luxembourgeois,3 British, 
Spanish, Finnish, Swedish, Austrian or Czech.

3	 The dummies representing Hungary, Slovenia and Luxembourg are significant at the 0.10 level.
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Figure 6.5: Factors of quality 
consciousness (significant Exp(B) 
coefficients of the binary 
logistic regression) 

Source: Special Eurobarometer 
survey on food safety (2005).

Note: *The differences between 
the groups compared deviate 
significantly in the OMS and the 
NMS – e.g. the difference 
between city and village resident 
respondents is significantly bigger 
in the NMS than in the OMS. 

The same hypothetical person is less likely than the Polish respondent to be qual-
ity oriented if he/she is from Portugal. The specified reference respondent does not 
differ in terms of quality orientation from respondents with the same characteristics 
but who come from the rest of the countries, i.e. the Netherlands, Ireland, Greece, 
Cyprus, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta and Slovakia. 

Differences between the OMS and the NMS – Model 2 b)	
Because of the way our second model is set up, the non-interacting variables’ coef-
ficients show the differences between the groups compared in the OMS, and the 
interacting coefficients show additional effects that are present in the NMS. The sig-
nificant results of our analysis are shown in Figure 6.5. 
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Among the demographic variables, gender, age, economic activity and place of 
living yield significant differences between respondents in the OMS. As may be seen 
from the coefficients, men in the OMS are less likely than women to be quality con-
scious, and the same holds true for those who live in cities, compared with those who 
live in villages. Looking at the age variable, respondents over the age of 60 in the OMS 
are a little more likely to be quality oriented than the reference group of respondents 
below the age of 20. 

When we turn to the economic activity variables (for which “unemployed” was 
our reference category), it seems that, in the OMS, all the other groups are more 
likely than the reference category to display quality-conscious behaviour when pick-
ing food. The self-employed, managers and other white-collar workers are 2.5 times 
more likely than the unemployed to be quality oriented rather than price oriented; 
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retired respondents are almost twice as likely; and homemakers, manual workers and 
students are about 1.5 times more likely.

Having at least one child below the age of 15 in the household makes respond-
ents in the OMS slightly more likely to be quality oriented than those who do not 
have children in the household.

Learning about unsafe food through the media also makes respondents 1.3 times 
more likely to consider quality rather than price, compared to people who have never 
heard about safety issues.

The value-related soft factors had different effects among OMS respondents. 
Interestingly, those who mentioned health as an important life domain were less 
likely than those who did not regard health as an important issue in their lives to be 
concerned with quality when choosing food. On the other hand, those who said that 
identity and culture were important elements in their lives are almost 1.5 times more 
likely to be quality sensitive than are those for whom this domain is not important.

The asterisks (*) in Figure 6.5 show the variables for which the interaction terms 
with the OMS–NMS dummy proved significant. In these cases, deviations between 
the categories of the given variable in terms of quality consciousness differ in the 
NMS from those measured in the OMS. The differences between men and women, 
between respondents above 60 and respondents under 20, between homemakers 
and the unemployed, between homemakers and retired people, between respond-
ents living in cities and villages, between respondents valuing health and respondents 
not mentioning it as an important life domain, between respondents from house-
holds with children younger than 15 and respondents from households without 
young children in the NMS deviate significantly from those differences measured in 
the OMS.

For the rest of the interaction terms, which are insignificant, our conclusion is 
that, in these instances, the differences in the NMS between the categories of the 
variables do not vary significantly in their magnitude from those measured in the 
OMS. To give an example, in the NMS the difference in terms of quality orientation 
between the unemployed and the self-employed, managerial or other white-collar 
group does not vary considerably from that measured in the case of the OMS (which 
was around 2.5).

It is important to note that the significant interaction terms do not indicate that 
the given differences between the categories of the variables are significant at the 
same time in the NMS. From Figure 6.5, one can see which differences are actually 
significant in the NMS. Our analysis reveals that the difference in the NMS is significant 
between the following groups of respondents: men and women; the youngest and 
the oldest cohort; the unemployed and the self-employed, managerial and other 
white-collar workers; the unemployed and manual workers; the unemployed and 
students; city residents and village residents; respondents from households with chil-
dren below 15 and respondents from households with no young children; those who 
had heard about unsafe food and those who had never heard about such issues in 
the media; those who pick health as an important life domain and those who do not; 
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and, finally, between those who say that identity and culture are important and those 
who do not.

Gender in the NMS has an effect on quality consciousness that is similar to its ef-
fect in the OMS – i.e. men are less likely than women to be quality conscious. In terms 
of age, no significant difference was detected in the NMS, indicating that there is no 
significant difference in the likelihood of quality-oriented behaviour across the differ-
ent age groups. Just as in the OMS, being self-employed, a manager or some other 
white-collar worker, a manual worker or a student is positively associated with con-
sidering quality over price in food purchases in the NMS. Being retired or a home-
maker in the NMS, on the other hand, makes no difference, compared to being un-
employed. 

While, in the OMS, we observed that city residents are less likely to display quality-
oriented behaviour when choosing food, in the NMS this is true of respondents living 
in villages. By contrast with the OMS, in the NMS having young children in the house-
hold is associated with a lower likelihood of quality-oriented behaviour. Being health 
conscious4 in the NMS, on the other hand, makes respondents more likely to con-
sider factors of quality when purchasing food.

Learning about unsafe food or mentioning identity and culture as an important 
life domain have similarly positive effects in the NMS as well.

To summarize the results of our Model 2, demographic and soft factors have 
considerable effects on quality consciousness in both the old and the new member 
states of the EU. On the other hand, it is important to note that these differences do 
not always point in the same direction.

Quality orientation is definitely more likely to be present among the self-employed, 
managers and other white-collar staff, among students and manual workers in both 
groups of the member states than it is among the unemployed population. Whereas 
in the OMS the retired group, together with homemakers, is also more likely to be 
quality oriented in its choices, in the NMS there is no difference in terms of quality 
sensitivity between the group of homemakers, unemployed and retired.

In the OMS, the presence of young children in the household made the respond-
ents more quality oriented, whereas it made people from the NMS less likely than 
those who live in childless households to pick non-price factors when making deci-
sions.

Soft factors, which were expected to be supportive of quality, did generally turn 
out to have a positive effect; however, the importance to respondents of culture and 
identity is more likely than the importance to them of health to prompt them to vote 
for quality elements. Moreover, health-conscious respondents in the OMS were (sur-
prisingly) rather less likely to be quality conscious in their food choices than those who 
did not report health as an important domain in their lives. 

4	 Significant at the 0.10 level.
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Figure 6.6: Reaction to 
information about unsafe food 

Source: Special Eurobarometer 
survey on food safety (2005). 

Changing consumer behaviour – reaction to 6.5.	
media information and boycotts

The subject of consumer behaviour covers not just the choice of products, but is also 
about changes in this behaviour. Certain factors may alter the way people consume 
the goods they have, and may even lead them to resolve not to consume certain 
products any more. When it comes to food, such factors could range from life events 
(such as serious illness) to media coverage. The 2005 special Eurobarometer survey 
gives us some opportunity to look at the way in which respondents react to informa-
tion about unsafe food.
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Not surprisingly, most Europeans did take action in response to such news. Most 
of them decided to avoid the food; however, among Scandinavian and Anglo-Saxon 
respondents, almost as many people ignored the information about the unsafe prod-
uct as decided to avoid it. This means that nearly twice as many respondents in these 
groups paid no attention to such information as in the post-socialist or the Mediter-
ranean groups.

In the Mediterranean, Continental, Scandinavian and post-socialist clusters, about 
a quarter of respondents took no action, even though they were worried about the 
threat. Leaving aside the post-socialist group, respondents from the other clusters 
were less likely to change their eating habits.

The decision not to purchase or consume certain goods may, in many instances, 
be for reasons other than a threat to safety. Ethical considerations may also play a 
role, and in such cases the decision not to consume is tantamount to a protest. Con-
sumers may be expressing their disquiet over the methods of production (non-or-
ganic production, child labour, etc.), but a desire to save the environment can also 
lead to boycotts.
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Figure 6.7: Boycotting of certain 
products, by education and age

Source: ESS, rounds 2 and 3.

The ESS5 data offer us the opportunity to look at differences between country 
groups6 in terms of the protest behaviour of consumers through product boycott. 
Although the exact reasons for the boycott were not explored in the ESS, we can gain 
some idea of the popularity of such behaviour and some of the basic factors behind 
it in Europe.

As Figure 6.7 shows, respondents from the Scandinavian countries are the most 
active in boycotting, with almost 30% of them deciding not to buy or use certain 
products. Of the Anglo-Saxon and Continental respondents, about a fifth had en-
gaged in such activities in the 12 months prior to the survey, while the post-socialist 
and Mediterranean countries lag behind, with boycott rates of just 5–6%.
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If we look at the main demographic variables, we can see identical patterns in 
terms of education. Respondents with only primary (or even lower) education are the 
least likely to protest through boycott, while considerably higher rates may be ob-
served among respondents with secondary or tertiary-level education.

With respect to age, there are two different patterns that emerge. In the Mediter-
ranean and the post-socialist clusters, the low rate of boycotting respondents is likely 
to stay about the same across age categories; meanwhile Continental, Anglo-Saxon 
and Scandinavian countries show an inverted U-shape pattern. In these clusters, the 

5	 The following ESS countries were included in our analysis: Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Cyprus, 
Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Hungary, Ireland, Latvia, the Netherlands, Poland, 
Portugal, Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden and the UK from the third round. Even though 
some of these countries became members of the EU only years after the ESS survey, we decided to 
include them as they were not presented at all in the analysed Eurobarometer. For the Czech 
Republic, Greece, Italy and Luxembourg, only data from the second round were available. Design 
weight was not available for Latvia and Romania.

6	 Anglo-Saxon N = 4,194; Continental N = 12,629; Mediterranean N = 9,028; Post-socialist N = 16,523; 
Scandinavian N = 5,328. 
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Figure 6.8: Boycotting of certain 
products, by perception of 
financial situation 

Source: ESS, rounds 2 and 3.

Note: *Significant differences at 
0.05 level.

youngest and the oldest respondents are less likely to boycott products than are re-
spondents in the middle age categories. 
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In Figure 6.8, we represent boycotting behaviour together with respondents’ per-
ceptions of their financial situation. In the post-socialist, Mediterranean and Continen-
tal clusters, respondents who live with difficulty on their present income are signifi-
cantly less likely to indulge in boycotts than are respondents who live comfortably; 
however, there is no such difference across income groups in the Anglo-Saxon or the 
Scandinavian countries, where the percentage of respondents who boycotted any 
product in the 12 months prior to the survey stays the same across the categories of 
this subjective income variable.

Our final graph (Figure 6.9) shows that boycotting behaviour is strongly related to 
other forms of protest, such as participation in lawful public demonstrations or sign-
ing petitions. Those who took part in such actions were also more likely to report 
having boycotted a product. Apart from in the post-socialist cluster, boycotting be-
haviour is also more likely to manifest itself among those who believe environmental 
protection to be very important. This indicates that boycotting a product does not 
simply mean not purchasing that product: it is embedded in a set of democratic 
forms of expression. 
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Figure 6.9: Boycott and other 
forms of protest

Source: ESS, rounds 2 and 3.
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Conclusion6.6.	

The purpose of this analysis has been to analyse certain aspects of consumer behav-
iour in the EU, by using data from the special Eurobarometer survey on food safety 
and the ESS. On the one hand, we drew comparisons based on the usual OMS–NMS 
division; on the other hand, we went some way beyond this “traditional” approach 
by collapsing the member states into further clusters and comparing five country 
groups.

First of all, we looked at the main factors underlying consumer decisions. We not 
only confirmed that there is a fundamental difference between the old and the new 
member states in terms of price sensitivity, but also highlighted some differences be-
tween individual OMS countries and clusters. Most notably, we saw that Continental 
states revealed certain similarities to the post-socialist group in terms of price sensitiv-
ity, and that they have higher rates for the aesthetic factor in the purchase of food 
than the other clusters of the OMS. Scandinavian, Anglo-Saxon and Mediterranean 
respondents show similarly high rates for quality, while Continental respondents are 
somewhere in the middle – between the other OMS clusters and the post-socialist 
group. Scandinavians also expressed more intense interest in production-related fac-
tors than the average. 

We looked for factors that make consumers more likely to be quality oriented in 
their decisions. We drew comparisons between countries and also at the NMS–OMS 
level. In our first model, we showed how a hypothetical respondent with certain 
characteristics can differ from others across the EU countries; in the second model, we 
compared the old and the new member states of the EU. Our results revealed that 
both demographic and value-related factors play a role; however, the directions may 
vary in the new and the old member states. In the demographic-variable group, the 
most notable effect stemmed from indicators of economic activity. The presence of 
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young children in the household also had an effect, but whereas it was positive in the 
OMS, it turned out to be slightly negative in the NMS. The importance of health and 
of identity was also positively related to quality-oriented purchase behaviour.

In the final section of our study, we looked at the boycotting behaviour of Euro-
peans. Even though we were unable to test the exact reasons for such behaviour, we 
did show its relationship to education, age and the subjective financial situation of 
respondents, and we also presented its connection to other democratic expressions 
of protest.
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