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ABSTRACT

This review explores the psychological, social, and contextual determinants that shape
consumer behavior toward organic food, with an emphasis on sustainability and value-driven
choices. Beyond traditional behavioral models like the Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB),
this study incorporates the Means-End Chain (MEC) theory to examine how consumers link
product attributes to personal values through perceived consequences. In addition, qualitative
techniques such as Free Word Association are considered to capture spontaneous cognitive
associations and cultural variations in organic food perceptions. The review synthesizes
findings from 35 empirical and theoretical studies, offering strategic insights for marketers,
policymakers, and researchers aiming to promote sustainable food consumption. The
integration of value-based models and consumer psychology tools enhances our understanding
of the deeper motivations behind organic food choices.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Organic food refers to agricultural products that are grown and processed without the use
of synthetic fertilizers, pesticides, genetically modified organisms (GMOs), or chemical
additives. Governed by strict regulations, organic practices emphasize ecological balance,
biodiversity, and soil health, making them distinct from conventional agricultural methods that
often prioritize productivity and cost-efficiency over environmental sustainability [1].

Over the past two decades, organic food has shifted from a niche market to a global trend
driven by increasing concerns over health, food safety, and environmental degradation.
According to the Research Institute of Organic Agriculture, the global organic food market
surpassed USD 135 billion in 2022, with countries like the United States, Germany, and China
leading in consumption. In developing economies such as Vietnam, awareness of organic food
is rising steadily as consumers become more informed and environmentally conscious [2].

Despite this upward trend, there is an attitude—behavior gap that many consumers express
positive ideas toward organic food but refuse to perform actual purchases [3]. This attitude—
behavior gap has sparked research into the deeper drivers of organic food consumption.
Understanding these dynamics is vital for developing effective marketing strategies and public
policy that align with evolving consumer expectations [4]. Behavioral models, especially TPB
[5] have proven useful in explaining the psychological foundations of food-related decisions.
Researchers have expanded on TPB by including moral norms, trust, knowledge, and other
influencing factors [6-8]. These additions provide a more comprehensive view of consumer
motivation.
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This paper aims to provide a systematic review of key determinants influencing organic
food consumption by synthesizing findings across psychological, social, and situational
domains. The goal is to offer deeper insights for researchers, marketers, and policymakers
working toward sustainable food systems.

2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK & RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
2.1. Theoretical framework

The study of organic food consumption behavior has been predominantly guided by
behavioral theories, most notably the Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB) proposed by Ajzen
[5]. According to TPB, three key components—attitude, subjective norms, and perceived
behavioral control—jointly influence a person’s behavioral intention, which in turn predicts
actual behavior. This framework has been widely used to explain consumers' willingness to
buy organic food [8, 9].

Several extensions of TPB have been proposed to enhance its predictive power in the
context of ethical and sustainable consumption. Moral norms—defined as a person’s
perception of ethical obligation—have been found to significantly affect consumers' intentions
to purchase organic products [6, 7]. Moreover, personal values, such as health consciousness,
environmental concern, and biospheric orientation, are shown to influence both attitudes and
purchase intentions [4, 10].

Other theories that complement TPB include:

Rational Choice Theory: emphasizing decision-making based on perceived benefits vs.
costs [11]; Value-Belief-Norm Theory: focusing on pro-environmental behavior driven by
internalized values [12]; Knowledge-Attitude-Behavior (KAB) Model: highlighting the role
of consumer knowledge and awareness in shaping attitudes. A notable addition to the literature
is the role of time perspective—particularly future orientation—in shaping environmentally
conscious behavior. Consumers with a long-term outlook are more likely to consider the health
and environmental impacts of their consumption decisions [13, 14]. Additionally, the Means-
End Chain theory offers a value-based perspective by linking product attributes to personal
consequences and core consumer values.

2.1.1. Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB)

The Theory of Planned Behavior, as introduced by Ajzen [5], remains a foundational
model for examining consumer decisions, especially in the realm of organic food purchases.
This theory asserts that a person's intention to perform a specific behavior is shaped by their
attitudes toward the action, the perceived social expectations, and their sense of control over
the behavior. Numerous studies validate the relevance of TPB in explaining why individuals
opt for organic products, especially when extended with moral and environmental variables
that enrich the model’s explanatory scope [6, 7].

Recent applications demonstrate how TPB can be effectively integrated with frameworks
like Motivation-Opportunity-Ability (MOA), highlighting the impact of belief in product
claims and perceived capability on younger demographics in Vietnam [15].

2.1.2. Rational Choice Theory (RCT)

Rational Choice Theory proposes that individuals approach decisions by weighing
benefits against costs to maximize personal utility [11]. In the context of organic consumption,
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this means evaluating factors like health and environmental benefits relative to higher prices
or limited availability. People are more inclined to pay a premium for organic options when
they perceive sufficient value. With the rise of digital platforms and consumer tools, this
evaluative process has become more informed and accessible.

2.1.3. Value-Belief~-Norm (VBN) Theory

According to the Value-Belief-Norm theory [12], environmentally responsible behavior
stems from ingrained values, perceptions of ecological conditions, and internalized moral
obligations. This theoretical lens is especially pertinent in exploring consumer motivations
behind ethical consumption like organic food. Those who strongly identify with biospheric or
altruistic values often act in line with sustainability norms, driven more by internal beliefs than
by external influences [4, 16].

2.1.4. Knowledge-Attitude-Behavior (KAB) Model

The KAB model outlines a progression where knowledge shapes attitudes, which in turn
drive behavior [17]. In the domain of organic food, this implies that as consumers gain more
understanding of the benefits of such products, their inclination to purchase them increases.
However, studies reveal that knowledge alone isn’t always enough [18]; economic barriers
and doubt can still prevent conversion to action. Nevertheless, educational efforts remain key
to promoting more sustainable consumption patterns.

2.1.5. Time Perspective Theory

Time Perspective Theory explores how individuals’ orientation toward time—past,
present, or future—shapes their choices. A forward-thinking perspective, according to
Zimbardo & Boyd (1999), promotes behaviors that account for long-term consequences. In
sustainable consumption, this means future-focused consumers are more likely to prioritize
the health and environmental advantages of organic foods [19]. Empirical findings [13, 14]
support this connection, especially among environmentally aware or highly educated groups.

2.1.6. Means-End Chain Theory (MEC)

The Means-End Chain (MEC) theory explains consumer decision-making through a
cognitive hierarchy linking product attributes to consequences and ultimately to personal
values [20]. In the case of organic food, consumers may associate attributes like “pesticide-
free” with outcomes such as “better health,” which align with core values like “family well-
being” or “environmental care.” Laddering interviews are commonly used to uncover these
links. The MEC model complements rational and behavioral theories by revealing how deeper
value systems guide ethical and health-conscious consumption. Studies in food marketing have
applied MEC to show how organic choices reflect both functional benefits and symbolic
identity [21].

2.2. Research Methodology
This review employs a qualitative content analysis approach to synthesize findings from
existing studies on consumer behavior toward organic food. Peer-reviewed journal articles

published between 2000 and 2023 were systematically identified using databases such as
ScienceDirect, Scopus, and Google Scholar. Search terms included: “organic food,”
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“consumer behavior,” “TPB,” “sustainable consumption,
recently added terms such as “means-end,” “attributes,”

environmental attitudes,” and
values,” and “free word association.”

Inclusion criteria for selected studies were: (1) Publications in English; (2) Empirical or
theoretical focus on determinants of organic food consumption; (3) Use of behavioral models
(e.g., TPB, VBN, MEC); (4) Application of qualitative or quantitative methods, including
emerging techniques like the Free Word Association (FWA) method.

A total of 30 relevant studies were selected for in-depth analysis. These were reviewed
based on their theoretical framework, variables investigated, geographic context, and key
insights. Special attention was given to studies utilizing qualitative tools such as laddering
interviews and FW A to explore how consumers cognitively associate attributes of organic food
with deeper meanings or personal values. FWA, in particular, is useful in cross-cultural
contexts to uncover spontaneous associations and priorities that may not surface through
structured surveys, offering valuable implications for marketing and policy communication
strategies.

Table 1. The summary of organic food consumption behavior 30 studies

Behavioral Model/ . .
No. | Authors (Year) Variables Location | Methodology Key findings
Aertsens et al. . . Abstract values, affective
3 (2009) TPB, Value theory- | Belgium Review attitude, personal norms
. o Values, norms, and
Vermeir & . Quantitative . P
4 Verbeke (2006) VBN Belgium survey percelv?d efﬁcacy drive
intention.
Thewersen Cross-count Moral obligation is a key
6 g VBN +Moral norms| Multiple Y| determinant of sustainable
(2010) study .
food choice.
7 Dean et al. TPB + moral norms UK Quantitative Mqral norms mgmﬁcantly
(2012) survey influence intentions.
3 Maichum et al. Extended TPB Thailand Quantitative ' Attitude, norms, a_nd PBC
(2016) survey influence purchase intention.
o Attitude, PBC,
9 Yadav & Extended TPB India Quantitative Environmental concern &
Pathak (2016) survey .
environmental knowledge
Nguyen, Lobo o Biospheric values
10 | & Greenland TPB Vietnam Qu:g‘l;:twe encourage, environmental
(2016) Y self-identity
Grunert & Juhl 45 Quantitative the explanatory power of
11 Value theory . values for environmental
(1995) countries survey .
attitude
Stern et al. Values — beliefs — norms
21 (1999) VBN USA Survey |, behavior chain validated.
13 Strathman et al. Time perspective USA Experimental | Future o.rlentatlon predpts
(1994) survey pro-environmental action.
Johe & Bhullar TPB + time . Quantitative Self-identity, attl.mde’ horm
14 (2016) erspective Australia surve affect organic food
persp Y behavior.
Nguyen et al. . Quantitative Trust and opportunity
+ . )
15 (2023) TPB +MOA Vietnam survey influence Gen Z behavior.
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No. |Authors (Year) Behax:g:éll\e/ls odel/ Location | Methodology Key findings
o Altruism, environmental
16 Wang et al. VBN China Quantitative knowledge & green
(2020) survey
purchase
Schahn & Knowledge affects
17 Holzer (1990) KAB Germany Survey environmental concern.
Hughner et al. . Knowledge doesn’t always
18 (2007) KAB USA Review translate to purchase.
. . . . Five time perspectives;
19 Zimbardo & | Time perspective USA Psychomgtrlc future linked to healthy
Boyd (2015) theory analysis .
behavior.
21 Fotopoulos et Means-End chains | Greece ir{;:'i\(/jizsv?lgl Reveal the way basic
al. (2003) "WINE | motives linked to behavior
technique
Tarkiainen & Quantitative The different role of
22 | Sundqvist Extended TPB Finland usurve v subjective norms in organic
(2005) Y food context
Significant indirect effect of
Kumar et al. . Quantitative Health Consciousness,
24 (2023) TPB India survey knowledge, Environmental
Concern on attitude
25| Chen (2007) | Trust, knowledge | Taiwan Quantitative |Higher trust and knowledge
’ survey — stronger intention.
Collectivism, uncertainty
+ . . . .
26 | Duong (2024) Cultural Valges Vietnam Structqral avoidance influence organic
blockchain modeling .
food behavior.
27 Wang et al. Health vs. herd China Experimental | Herd mentality amplifies
(2023) mentality survey health-based motivation.
78 Michaelidou &| Health/ethical UK Quantitative Health consciousness &
Hassan (2008) identity survey food ethics affect attitude.
29 Kabir & Islam Extended TPB  [Baneladesh Quantitative Attitude & PBC strong;
(2022) & survey norms weak predictors.
Bhutto & Innovation Eco-literacy reduces the
30 | Ratelioné Resistance Theor Lithuania Survey effect of psychological
(2024) Y resistance.
Mishra A Trust affects intention; the
31 | Manchanda TPB + trust Nepal Quantitative mediating role of risk
(2024) ' p survey perception and price
consciousness
3 Bazhan et al. TPB + Iran Quantitative |Perceived price/convenience
(2024) price/convenience survey shape attitude.
o Product information
33 Lodgrfos & TPB + information UK Quantitative reinforces consumer
Dennis (2008) Survey .
attitudes.
Canova et al. Mixed-method | Trust indirectly influences
+ . . . .
34 (2020) TPB + trust ftaly survey intention via attitude.
Dangi et al. . . Individual factors, price &
33 (2020) TPB India Review trust are the most factors
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3. FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

This section presents a synthesis of the main determinants influencing consumer behavior
toward organic food. Based on the reviewed literature, these determinants are grouped into
three broad categories: psychological factors, social and cultural influences, and situational
or contextual variables. Recent studies from 2022 to 2024 have been included to ensure up-
to-date insights into consumer motivations and barriers.

3.1. Psychological factors

Attitudes and Health Awareness: A favorable attitude remains a dominant predictor of
organic food buying intentions across different cultural contexts [8, 9]. Consumers often
associate organic foods with improved health, greater food safety, and ecological
responsibility [22]. Health-oriented consumers are especially motivated, although social
dynamics like herd behavior can also influence their decisions [23].

Perceived Behavioral Control and Convenience: Many consumers face obstacles such as
higher prices and limited access, leading to a sense of reduced control over their ability to buy
organic products [3]. Convenience has emerged as a key factor in encouraging actual
purchases, particularly in emerging markets [24].

Ethical Norms and Environmentalism: Moral obligations and environmental values often
reinforce the choice to buy organic products. Consumers guided by ethical considerations and
a sense of duty towards sustainability exhibit stronger purchasing intentions [6, 7].

Trust and Information: Trust in organic labels and certifications significantly impacts
consumer decisions. Transparent information builds confidence and reduces perceived risk,
especially in developing regions [25, 26].

Time Orientation: Future-minded individuals tend to prioritize the long-term health and
environmental benefits of their choices. This forward-looking attitude has a strong correlation
with organic food consumption [14].

Furthermore, recent applications of the Means-End Chain theory suggest that consumers
do not evaluate organic food merely based on rational attitudes or perceived control, but
through deeper personal associations between product attributes and their core values [21].
This value-driven decision process explains why some consumers consistently choose organic
products despite price or availability constraints. It also supports the importance of designing
marketing messages that reflect not just health benefits, but aspirational or ethical identities.

3.2. Social and Cultural factors

Subjective Norms: Subjective norms, or perceived social pressure from friends, family,
or society, significantly affect consumer decisions—especially in collectivist cultures such as
Vietnam [15]. Social influence from trusted others (including influencers and peer groups) can
reinforce pro-organic behavior, even in consumers with moderate personal attitudes.

Cultural Values and Herd Mentality: Cultural beliefs and societal values shape
consumers' perception of what is natural, clean, and healthy. In Asian cultures, food purity and
balance are valued, aligning well with the organic food concept. Wang (2023) further
emphasizes that collectivism and uncertainty avoidance predict organic food consumption
[27]. Blockchain and other technologies that enhance traceability can strengthen trust in
organic claims

Additionally, herd mentality—the tendency to follow the behavior of others—can act
as a social shortcut for decision-making, especially when consumers lack detailed product
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knowledge [23]. Techniques like Free Word Association have shown that cultural groups often
associate organic food with emotionally resonant concepts such as “purity,” “safety,” or
“family,” underscoring the symbolic nature of food choice beyond logical reasoning.

3.3. Situational and Contextual factors

Price Sensitivity: The price premium on organic goods remains a significant deterrent.
Despite awareness of health and environmental advantages, many consumers are discouraged
by the cost difference [3]. However, studies suggest that when consumers perceive value
alignment or long-term benefit, they are more willing to absorb the premium [11].

Availability and Accessibility: Limited availability in retail channels and lack of
convenient access negatively impact perceived behavioral control [24]. Even consumers with
strong intentions may be discouraged if organic products are difficult to locate or not integrated
into everyday shopping routines.

Labeling and Certification: Trustworthy certification and clear labeling are essential for
overcoming perceived risks [25]. However, inconsistent or poorly regulated certification
systems—common in developing countries—often create skepticism. Studies suggest that
visual cues, third-party endorsements, and digital traceability (e.g., blockchain) may increase
consumer trust [26].

Marketing and Messaging: Messages that connect personal well-being with ethical and
environmental values resonate most. Influencer marketing and educational storytelling can be
particularly effective with younger audiences [15].

Table 2. Summary of key determinants

Category Key determinants

Attitude, Health Consciousness, Perceived Behavioral Control, Moral

Psychological Norms, Trust, Time Perspective

Social & Cultural Subjective Norms, Cultural Values, Herd Mentality

Price Sensitivity, Product Availability, Certification & Labeling,

Situational/Contextual Marketing Strategics

4. CONCLUSION

Grasping the factors that influence consumer decisions around organic food is essential
in advancing both sustainable agriculture and ethical consumption. This review synthesizes a
wide range of literature—from foundational studies to recent contributions—to highlight the
most salient determinants shaping organic purchasing behavior.

From a psychological standpoint, variables such as attitudes, health consciousness, moral
considerations, trust in information sources, and time orientation are crucial. These highlight
the significant role of individual values, personal responsibility, and forward-looking thinking
in consumer choices. While the Theory of Planned Behavior offers a strong explanatory base,
integrating additional constructs like moral norms and value-based motivation enhances its
applicability.

On the societal and cultural side, elements like subjective norms, collective values, and
group-oriented behaviors (e.g., herd mentality) emerge as major influencers, particularly in
collectivist cultures. This underscores the importance of leveraging peer influence, cultural
symbolism, and shared narratives to shape consumer mindsets.

173



Tran Thi Minh Nguyet

Contextual constraints—including high price points, limited distribution, and
inconsistent certification—continue to limit organic product adoption. Addressing these
through reliable certification schemes, wider distribution networks, and educational
transparency can help reduce consumer hesitation and increase trust.

Recent research (2022-2024) sheds light on emerging enablers of organic food uptake,
such as blockchain-enabled traceability, the growing influence of digital marketing, and the
responsiveness of Gen Z to authenticity and transparency. These developments suggest a
strategic opportunity to connect with value-driven demographics through digital tools and
credible communication. Marketers should develop campaigns that link health and ethical
benefits to consumers’ self-identity and tap into social norms using influencers. Policymakers
should invest in trust-building infrastructure—such as verified labeling and public education—
to minimize consumer skepticism. Retailers should prioritize availability and affordability by
integrating organic products more widely into mainstream distribution channels.

Future investigations, particularly in emerging economies, should focus on: (1)
Examining how digital trust mechanisms (e.g., QR code systems) interact with consumer
choices; (2) Tracking long-term alignment between attitudes, intentions, and behavior through
longitudinal research; (3) Understanding the role of younger consumer segments, especially
Gen Z and millennials, in shaping sustainable food markets.
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TOM TAT

TONG QUAN CAC NHAN TO TAC PONG DEN HANH VI
TIEU DUNG THUC PHAM HOUU CO

Tran Thi Minh Nguyét*
Truong Dai hoc Tai chinh Tai chinh - Ké toan
*Email: tranthiminhnguyet@tckt.edu.vn

Bai viét nay tong quan cac yéu td tm 1y, xa hoi va bdi canh anh huong dén hanh vi tiéu
dung thuc phém hiru co, v6i trong tdm 1a tinh bén virng va céc lua chon dya trén gia tri ca
nhan. Bén canh cic mé hinh hanh vi truyén thong nhu Ly thuyét Hanh vi hoach dinh (TPB),
nghién ciru nay tich hop 1y thuyét Chudi phuong tién — Muyc dich (Means-End Chain — MEC)
dé phan tich cach ngudi tiéu ding lién két cac thudc tinh san pham véi cac gia tri c4 nhan
thong qua két qua cam nhan. Ngoai ra, cac phuong phap dinh tinh nhu Lién tuong tir tu do
(Free Word Association) cling dugc xem xét nham nim bit cac lién tuong nhan thire ty phat
va su khac biét vin héa trong nhan thirc vé thuc pham hitu co. Bai tong quan tong hop ket qua
tir 35 nghién ciru thuc nghiém va 1y thuyét, cung cip cac goc nhin chién lugc cho nha tlep thi,
nha hoach dinh chinh sach va nha nghién ctru trong viéc thuc déy tiéu ding thuc pham bén
virng. Viéc tich hgp cac mo hinh dya trén gia tri va cong cy tam ly ti€u dung giup nang cao
hiéu biét vé dong luc sau xa déng sau hanh vi lra chon thuc phém hitu co.

Tir khéa: Thyc pham hitu co, hanh vi tiéu diung, mo hinh TPB, gia tri c4 nhan, quan diém
thoi gian.
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