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A B S T R A C T

The study adapts the theory of planned behaviour and proposes organic food-related attributes that constitute
perceived behavioural control and individual attributes influence quality assessment and purchase intention.
The study analyses these relationships separately for individuals who have purchased organic food and those
who have not. Data were collected in two stages and conducted in both online and face-to-face formats. The
findings show that surface food attributes in general have no significant influences on either quality assessment
or purchase intention for both groups of consumers; whereas the attributes that are reflective of food safety and
environment issues do. The latter explain additional variance in both quality assessment and purchase intention.
Consumers’ purchase styles have significant moderation effects on product quality assessment and purchase
intention in both groups. Implications are provided for researchers and practitioners to conclude the paper.

1. Introduction

Numerous studies on organic food (e.g. Aertsens et al., 2011; Arvola
et al., 2008; Chen, 2007; Tarkiainen and Sundqvist, 2005) have used
the theory of planned behaviours (TPB) proposed by Ajzen (1991) to
explain and understand consumers’ purchase intention and behaviours.
Consistent with the theory, consumers’ attitudes, social norms and
perceived behavioural control are predictive of their behavioural in-
tentions and subsequent purchase of organic food. Organic food is
commonly perceived as being safe, healthy and nutritious (Rimal et al.,
2005; Tsakiridou et al., 2008). Nonetheless, research shows that these
positive attitudes have not led to a large proportion of regular purchase
(Aertsens et al., 2009; Aertsens et al., 2011). The market share of or-
ganic food remains low across countries (Aertsens et al., 2011).

The relationship between subjective norm and purchase intention is
also inconclusive (see Aertsens et al., 2009). Subjective norm refers to
perceived social pressure for an individual to engage or not to engage in
a behaviour that is influenced by judgement of significant others
(Ajzen, 1991). However, rather than relating to behavioural intentions,
studies found that subjective norm is associated with attitude towards
organic food (Gotschi et al., 2007; Tarkiainen and Sundqvist, 2005).
Bamberg and Moser's (2007) meta-analytical study using structural
equation modelling find that subjective norm in the context of pro-
environmental behaviour has indirect effect on attitude, perceived be-
havioural control and moral norms, whilst other studies (Chen, 2007;
Dean et al., 2008; Thøgersen, 2007b) did find a significant positive

relationship between subjective norm and organic food purchase in-
tention.

Researchers (e.g. Bamberg and Möser, 2007; Kaiser, 2006) suggest
subjective normal should be extended to include personal norm to
understand the impact of normative beliefs. Personal norm in organic
food research is construed as moral norm which elicits pro-environ-
mental behaviours such as organic food purchase and consumption
(Aertsens et al., 2011). However, such norm and its impact are often
affected by personal attributes (e.g. egoistic values) (Stern, 2000). Or-
ganic food purchase is knowingly a pro-environmental behaviour. If
proposition for normative beliefs is confirmed, the relationship between
the norms (either subjective or personal) and purchase intention or
actual purchase should be consistent. On the basis of inconsistent
findings from prior research, the current study argues that organic food
purchase and consumption is a personal choice, rather than under in-
fluence of social norms per se. The personal choice is elicited by con-
sumers’ personal attributes such as individual purchasing styles (e.g.
self-indulgent, variety seeking) (Lobo and Chen, 2012). Purchasing
organic food is more an indivdiual choice rather than internalised social
norms (Eisinger-Watzl et al., 2015; Thøgersen, 2007b).

The impact of perceived behavioural control on organic food pur-
chase is evidently complex (Aertsens et al., 2009). Whilst Ajzen (1991)
proposes that perceived behavioural control may facilitate or impede
one's behaviour, in the case of organic food, researchers (Dean et al.,
2008; Thøgersen, 2007a) found it significantly relates to intention to
purchase some organic products, not significant to others. These
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findings indicate that purchase intention is dependent upon various
factors including perceived barriers and abilities that influence sub-
sequent behaviours. The barriers and abilities are primarily reflected in
organic food price, affordability, and product attributes that are asso-
ciated with trust in the certification process of organic food (see
Aertsens et al., 2011; Lea and Worsley, 2005; Padel and Foster, 2005).
Price and affordability are explicit factors affecting consumers’ inten-
tion to purchase organic food and actual purchase (Hughner et al.,
2007; Padel and Foster, 2005). Very few studies have attempted to
understand the influence of trust-related food attributes on organic food
consumption and purchase.

Price has been factored into organic food purchase as it is associated
with consumers’ affordability (e.g. Lee and Yun, 2015; Padel and Foster,
2005; Tarkiainen and Sundqvist, 2005). However, Lobo and Chen
(2012) found that consumers in China prefer more expensive imported
organic food. Their study reveals that Chinese regard imported products
better quality and more trusted and opt for them as their first choice
despite higher prices. The finding contrasts to that of other studies
conducted in most developed countries (Millock et al., 2004; Moore,
2006; Siamagka and Balabanis, 2015). For instance, organic food
buyers in the USA rate locally grown products as an important factor
influencing their purchase decision (Howard and Allen, 2006). UK
consumers are not keen to purchase organic meat from other countries
(McEachern and Willock, 2004). Norwegian consumers regard locally
produced organic food as being safer and better quality than imported
products which are generally cheaper (Torjusen et al., 2001). Con-
sumers in Denmark and Ireland rather buy domestically produced
conventional food than foreign produced organic food (Millock et al.,
2004; Moore, 2006). These studies indicate that price is a less important
factor of organic food purchase and consumption. In the case of China
where food safety scandals are ubiquitous (Euromonitor International,
2015), the attributes that are reflective of consumers’ trust on food
quality ought to be important for consumers to feel worthiness of
purchasing expensive organic food.

Consistent with the foregoing discussion, the current study adapts
the TPB model and examines the influence of food quality attributes
and consumers’ personal attributes on food quality and those that on
consumers’ attitude and purchase intention with a focus on Chinese
market. The quality attributes form factors in consumers’ behavioural
control. On this basis, the attributes selected for this study include
surface food traits and non-food traits. The former attributes are in-
dicative of product appearance, fresheness, texture, smell, taste and so
on. These traits, according to Torjusen et al. (2001), can be referred to
as observation traits. Non-food traits are indicative of ethical, en-
viornmental and health attributes, including food labels, government
control, certification and so on. These traits are referred to as reflection
traits (Torjusen et al., 2001). The current study contributes to the lit-
erature by clarifying the effect of reflection traits on consumers’ quality
assessment and organic food purchase.

To gain better insights, this study engages two groups of consumers
into the investigation: one group who have purchased organic food,
hereafter referred to as experienced consumers (hereafter EC); the other
who have not, referred to as prospective consumers (PC). Results from
this option would provide practitioners with more insightful informa-
tion to adjust and optimize their marketing practice. The study also
sheds lights on application of TPB on inactive markets in organic food
research.

2. Literature review

2.1. Organic food quality attributes

Review of the relevant literature indicates that food quality and
safety (the latter in particular) are the two primary reasons driving
organic food purchase and consumption (Ho et al., 2006; Michaelidou
and Hassan, 2008; Röhr et al., 2005). Quality is often associated with

observation traits including food texture, appearance, smell, nutritional
value (Magnusson et al., 2003; Torjusen et al., 2001). Nevertheless,
researchers (Zhao et al., 2007) argue that these observation traits are
not sufficient to differentiate organic food from conventional one.
Consumers are more concerned of reflection traits that are indicative of
safety and healthiness (see Bavec and Bavec, 2006). This is particularly
important in the case of Chinese consumers given the prevalence of
food safety scandals. These traits are reflective of ethical, environ-
mental and health issues (i.e. government regulation on food labelling,
logos, certification, labelling, packaging, branding etc.). Safety and
healthiness are mostly reflective in food production processes (Torjusen
et al., 2001). Since consumers are not directly involved in this process,
the reflection traits may help them assess food quality and safety
(O’Donovan and McCarthy, 2002).

Consumers are generally unable to differentiate quality of organic
food from that of conventional food without the reflection traits
(Krystallis et al., 2006). They often rely on labels to determine food
quality and attributes (Fotopoulos and Chryssochoidis, 2002). The la-
bels contain contents of food quality and health informaiton such as
articifcal flavours or colouring. Tsakiridou et al. (2006) found that food
labels had a significant influence on consumers’ assessment of organic
food and ultimate purchases. However, some authors (e.g. Krystallis
and Chryssohoidis, 2005) indicate that consumers have a relatively
poor understanding of the legal use of the term ‘organic food products’.
Other indicators such as organic food logo, packaging, branding, cer-
tification help consumers assess product quality (Botonaki et al., 2006).
Their assessments of food quality influence their subsequent purchase
(Chryssochoidis, 2000; Torjusen et al., 2001). Research to date has not
examined these factors in an integrative manner. Consistent with
foregoing discussion, the current study offers the following hypotheses:

H1a. Reflection traits associated with organic food have a significant
influence on quality assessment.

H1b. Reflection traits associated with organic food have a significant
influence on purchase intention.

H2a. Reflection traits explain additional variance in quality assessment
above and beyond the variance explained by observation traits.

H2b. Reflection traits explain additional variance in consumers’
purchase intention above and beyond the variance explained by
observation traits.

H3. Consumers’ quality assessment of organic food has a significant
influence on their purchase intention.

2.2. Personal attributes

Research shows that organic food purchase is largely influenced by
consumers’ attitudes towards product quality and food safety
(Chryssochoidis, 2000; Torjusen et al., 2001). Only 4–10% of con-
sumers who hold positive assessment would actually purchase organic
food (Magnusson at al, 2003). Shepherd et al. (2005) found that posi-
tive attitudes towards organic food do not always lead to purchase.
Some researchers apply TPB model to explain consumers’ intention to
purchase organic products by including the influence of social norms
(subjective, personal and moral norms) (e.g. Aertsens et al., 2011;
Arvola et al., 2008; Chen and Lobo, 2012). Organic food purchase and
consumption are regarded as pro-environmental behaviours. Hence,
social norms should explain a big portion of purchase intention. How-
ever, findings on this relationship from prior studies are inconclusive.
Some studies (Gotschi et al., 2007; Tarkiainen and Sundqvist, 2005)
found that social norms are not related to purchase intention.

Researchers (e.g. Chen, 2009; Lockie et al., 2002; Williams and
Hammitt, 2000) suggest that organic food consumption is a personal
choice, rather than following subjective and/or personal norms which
result in moral behavioural consequences. Organic food is knowingly
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more expensive than conventional one. Purchasing organic food ought
to relate to affordability and the portion of disposable income. Over last
three decades, China underwent dramatic economic transformation and
financial prosperity. These changes have largely influenced residents’
disposable income which allows them to pursue affluent lifestyles.
However, despite ubiquitous food safety issues in China, organic food
purchase is rather limited (Euromonitor International, 2015). Lobo and
Chen's study (2012) reveal that organic food consumption in China is
related to individual purchase style. Purchasing expensive organic
products has become a means to indulge oneself and seek food variety
(Chen and Lobo, 2012).

Whilst individual purchasing style may be related to ultimate pur-
chase, the current study argues it moderates consumers’ purchase in-
tention rather than determine the intention. Purchasing style such as
self-indulgence is reflective of impulsive purchase. Such impulse is only
activated at the point of sale, which is dependent upon prior knowledge
of organic food (e.g. food attributes). Observation traits (e.g. appear-
ance, smell) may stimulate consumers’ purchase impulse; reflection
traits may prompt consumers’ variety seeking tendency since these
traits (e.g. brand, logos) are indicative of food varieties. This discussion
informs the following hypotheses:

H4a. Individual lifestyle moderates the relationship between the
observation traits associated with organic food and purchase intention.

H4b. Individual lifestyle moderates the relationship between reflection
traits associated with organic food and purchase intention.

3. Method

3.1. Participants and data collection procedure

Organic food is relatively new to Chinese consumers, mostly avail-
able in large supermarkets in major Chinese cities (Li et al., 2005).
Hence, the study was undertaken at major supermarkets in four selected
cities in China: Beijing, Shanghai, Shenzhen and Chengdu. All partici-
pating supermarkets had organic food sections. Researchers (Drichoutis
et al., 2007) indicate that such study conducted in food outlets of retail
chains is an efficient method. The selected cities are geographically
dispersed, i.e. located in the north, south, east and west of China re-
spectively. Organic food, compared to conventional food, are quite
pricy. These four cities, commonly regarded as the major economic
engines of China, are large in scale and economically affluent. Citizens
in these cities are more affordable for a high level of consuming goods
and more aware of organic food.

3.2. Measures

Consistent with Torjusen et al.' (2001) classifications of observation
and reflection traits, all traditional food quality aspects and reflective
attributes were included in the study. After factor analysing them in the
pilot study, the items that were significantly loaded on the corre-
sponding factors were remained for further analyses. As a result, taste,
smell, and appearance were included as observation traits, price, la-
belling, government regulations, brand, health effect, certification as
reflection traits.

Two purchasing styles were selected for the purpose of this study:
self- indulgence and variety seeking. Items used to measure self-in-
dulgence include, for example, “When I like something, I will buy it
without too much deliberation”, and “I always do whatever I feel like
and whenever I feel like it”. Variety seeking was to measure people's
assessment toward fashionable products, including items “I always try
something new and unique”, and “I love fashionable and trendy pro-
ducts”.

Organic food purchase intention in this study includes PC's purchase
intention and EC's repurchase intention. Purchase intention was

measured by adapting three items from Bower (2001), including items
“I intend to try out organic food products”, “I am interested in ex-
periencing the benefits of using organic food”, and “It is likely that I
will buy organic food products when they become available.” Re-
purchase intention was measured by adapting three items from Cronin
Jr. et al. (2000) to assess consumers’ future purchase intention, in-
cluding items “I will probably purchase organic food products again in
the future”, “I will recommend usage of organic food to my friends and
relatives”, and “If I had to purchase organic food again, I would make
the same choice”.

3.3. Procedures

The original survey in English was translated to Chinese by a pro-
fessional translator, and back-translated to English to ensure con-
sistency and accuracy. Items were modified to suit the Chinese context
after consulting 24 consumers in China who regularly purchase organic
food. Data were collected in two phases. The first was conducted online
through Opinio platform. The survey link was sent to selected Chinese
food outlets for onward submission to their customers. The sampling
frame was drawn using the customer mailing list of the food outlets.
Four-hundred and five participants logged onto the web link, but only
200 valid online responses were generated over one month. After
analysing the online data, the questionnaires were modified for sub-
sequent paper-based survey.

Shoppers from selected shopping malls in the four cities were ap-
proached by trained research assistants and asked to participate in the
survey at the main entrance of supermarkets. The assistants were in-
structed to seek out demographic variation. The surveys were presented
to customers leaving these supermarkets throughout the day during the
stores’ trading hours, including mornings, afternoons and evenings in
order to capture customers of different kinds. Most likely house wives
and retirees shop during the day (office hours). Evening period is for
those who have just finished work. This sampling approach is deemed
to be more representative of the population (Gundersen and Jensen,
1987). Shoppers who walked out of the supermarket and had just fin-
ished shopping were invited to participate in the survey at a designated
area near the shop entrance where participants could sit down to
complete the survey. They were advised that the participation was
voluntary, and that they could terminate the survey at their own dis-
cretion. Should they decide to proceed, the completed survey was re-
quested to hand back to the field research assistants who were present
at the survey.

A small gift (e.g. organic nuts, vegetables, milk) was offered in ap-
preciation of their time to answer the questions. The paper-based data
were collected over a period of four weeks. Previous studies
(Fotopoulos and Krystallis, 2002; Kuhar and Juvancic, 2010;
Magnusson et al., 2003; McEachern and Willock, 2004; Roddy et al.,
1996) suggest that a sample size of more than 1000 respondents is
sufficient to conduct a national survey. Out of 2000 surveys (500 in
each city) that were distributed, 778 valid responses were obtained. The
response rate is acceptable as extant literature suggests that achieving a
40–50% response rate in the case of specialised goods like organic food
is considered good (Honkanen et al., 2006; Tregear et al., 1994).
Table 1 shows the demographic information of the respondents.

4. Analysis and result

4.1. Data analysis

Multi-item measures of the study variables were factor analysed to
confirm reliability and validity. Confirmatory Factor Analysis and
maximum likelihood estimation were used to determine the model fit
(Hu and Bentler, 1999). The results show that the model produced χ2
(233) = 816.28, p< .000, SRMR = .04 and RMSEA = .05, CFI = .96
and TLI = .95, indicating a good model fit. As shown in Table 2, all
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items have significant loadings on their corresponding constructs. The
composite reliabilities for all factors were acceptable, and the average
variance extracted (AVE) for each factor was over .50, indicative of
adequate convergence (Fornell and Larcker, 1981). The results of
standardized residuals and modification indices show no conspicuously
significant changes to the model. Table 3 shows the correlations among
the factors. The square root of average variance extracted for each
construct exceeds the correlation between constructs, indicating dis-
criminant validity.

4.2. Hypothesis testing

The respondents are divided into two groups as discussed before
(i.e. PC and EC). Consistent with Wulf et al.’s (2001) approach, a multi-
group analysis was conducted to assess whether the examined re-
lationships differ between PC and EC. The results show that the chi-
square of the model with all parameters constrained for the two groups
significantly differs from that of the unconstrained model (Δχ2 (132) =
178.31, p< .01), indicating PC and EC are different in their

assessments and purchase intentions.
As the current study proposes that reflection traits explain addi-

tional variance in Chinese consumers’ organic food quality assessment
and their purchase intention, we ranked relevant importance of both
observation and reflection traits on the basis of respondents’ assessment
prior to testing the hypotheses. The rankings were calculated by aver-
aging the scores of items for each trait. As shown in Table 4 and Fig. 1,

Table 1
Demographic information of this study.

Variables N Percentage

Female 320 41.1%
Male 458 58.9%
Between 18–30 82 10.6%
Between 31–45 142 18.2%
Between 46–60 192 24.7%
Greater than 60 362 46.6%
Below high school 74 9.5%
High school 127 16.3%
2 years college or associate's degree 172 22.1%
Bachelor degree 324 41.6%
Postgraduate or above 81 10.4%
Less than RMB 5, 000 327 42.0%
Between RMB 5, 001–10,000 267 34.3%
Between RMB 10, 001–20,000 133 17.1%
More than RMB 20, 000 51 6.6%
Beijing 167 21.5%
Shanghai 237 30.5%
Shenzhen 168 21.6%
Chengdu 206 26.5%

Table 2
Confirmatory factor analyses results.

Item FL α CR AVE

Purchase intention I intend to try out organic food products .66 .75 .86 .66
I am interested in experiencing the benefits of using organic food .69
It is likely that I will buy organic food products when they become available .76

Repurchase intention I will probably use organic food products in the future .67 .68 .82 .61
I will recommend usage of organic food to my friends and relatives .62
If I had to purchase organic food again, I would make the same choice .64

Self-indulgence When I like something, I will buy it without too much deliberation .75 .79 .90 .82
I always do whatever I feel like and whenever I feel like it .88

Variety Seeking I always try something new and unique .83 .80 .91 .83
I love fashionable and trendy products .80

Quality Assessment I believe organic food has superior quality. .74 .65 .68 .51
Organic foods are high quality products. .65

Labelling When I buy a food product, I always read the label. .70 .68 .67 .50
I can recall the labelling of some of the organic food products. .72

Government Regulations Chinese government regulate food marketing, and have developed significant policies. .81 .74 .75 .60
Lack of adequate government control of media allows advertisers to take advantage of consumers. .73

Brand I like the brands associated with organic food. .64 .67 .67 .51
I can recall the brand names of some of the organic food products. .78

Health effect Organic food is good for myself and my family's health. .82 .76 .76 .61
Organic food has no harmful effects. .74

Certification I trust organic food certification bodies .76 .76 .76 .62
I trust the outlets which sell certified organic food .81

Note: α = Cronbach's alpha, FL = factor loadings, CR = composite reliability, AVE = average variance extracted.

Table 3
Correlations and square root of AVE (diagonal).

PI RPI QA SI VS L GR B HE C

PI .81
RPI .55** .78
QA .35** .39** .71
SI .08* .17** .12** .91
VS .24** .19** .10** .34** .91
L .24** .26** .38** .25** .15** .71
GR .18** .21** .28** .13** .17** .22** .77
B .23** .31** .37** .15** .05 .28** .22** .71
HE .25** .27** .40** .11** .06 .31** .22** .37** .78
C .32** .23** .21** −.03 .07 .12** .17** .03 .00 .79

Note: PI = Purchase intention, RPI = Repurchase intention, QA= Quality assessment, SI
= Self-indulgence, VS = Variety seeking, L = Labelling, GR = Government regulations,
B = brand, HE = Heath effect, C = Certification.

* Correlation is significant at the .05 level (2-tailed).
** Correlation is significant at the .01 level (2-tailed).

Table 4
Ranking of organic food traits.

Prospective consumers Experienced consumers

Observation traits
Taste 3.83 3.80
Smell 3.81 3.73
Appearance 3.18 3.39
Reflection traits
Certification 4.39 4.24
Labelling 4.09 4.08
Government regulations 4.04 3.85
Price 4.00 3.91
Brand 3.59 3.47
Heath effect 3.46 3.64
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EC and PC perceive different traits quite similarly. For observation
traits, taste is perceived as the most important trait, while the appear-
ance is perceived as the least important trait; for reflection traits, cer-
tification is perceived as the most important trait for PC and EC,
whereas EC perceive brand as the least important.

Hypotheses H1-3 propose the relationships between organic food
traits and individual assessment of organic food quality, between
quality assessment and purchase intention/ repurchase intention. For
PC, we use purchase intention as the dependent variable, and the results
(shown in Fig. 2 and Table 5) show that none of observation traits have
significant influences on PC's assessment of organic food quality; while

the reflection traits, labelling (β = .19, p< .05), health effect (β = .21,
p< .01) and certification (β = .17, p< .05) have significant effects.
After controlling observation traits, all effects remain significant in
explaining quality assessment. Organic food quality assessment also
substantially affects purchase intention (β = .38, p< .001). The ana-
lyses also show that price, labelling, and certification have direct effects
on PC's purchase intention. The mediation effect of food quality as-
sessment was also assessed. As shown in Table 5, in the case of pro-
spective organic food consumers, after quality assessment was con-
trolled, the effects between organic food traits and purchase intention
were reduced. Specifically, the effect of price, labelling, and certifica-
tion on purchase intention decreased, showing that quality assessment
partially mediated the relationship between organic food traits and
purchase intention.

In the case of EC, repurchase intention was included as the outcome
variable. The results are present in Fig. 2 and Table 5. Again, none of
observation traits have significant influences on EC's assessment of or-
ganic food quality. For reflection traits, labelling (β = .20, p< .001),
government regulation (β = .11, p< .01), brand (β = .18, p< .001),
heath effect (β = .24, p< .001) and certification (β = .16, p< .001)
have significant effects on assessment of organic food quality. All effects
remain significant after controlling the effects of observation traits.
Organic food quality assessment has a significant effect on purchase
intention (β = .38, p< .001). The analyses also show that brand,
health effect, and certification have direct effects on EC's purchase in-
tention. The mediation effect of food quality assessment was also as-
sessed. As shown in Table 5, the mediation modelling test shows that
the effects of brand, health effect and certification were reduced after

Fig. 1. Organic food traits assessment between prospective and experienced consumers.

Fig. 2. Results for the relationships among traits associated with organic food, quality assessment, and purchase/repurchase intention. Note: P=prospective consumers, E=experienced
consumers.
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controlling food quality assessment. Therefore, quality assessment
partially mediated the relationship between organic food traits and
purchase intention. On the basis of these findings, H1a and H1b are
partially supported; whereas H3 is confirmed.

H2a and H2b propose that reflection traits explain additional var-
iance in quality assessment and purchase intention beyond the variance
explained by observation traits. As shown in Tables 6, 7, reflection
traits explained additional variance in quality assessment and purchase

Table 5
Results of mediation model testing: quality assessment as a mediator between organic
food attributes and purchase intention (prospective consumers) / repurchase intention
(experienced consumers).

Prospective consumers Experienced consumers

Structural path DE Mediation FM DE Mediation FM

Observation traits
Taste → Quality .03 .04
Smell → Quality −.00 .04
Appear → Quality .09 .06
Reflection traits
Price → Quality .11 .09 .05 .03
Label → Quality .19* .18* .20*** .19***

Govern→ Quality .09 .08 .11** .10**

Brand → Quality .14 .13 .18*** .17***

Heath → Quality .21** .21** .24*** .23***

Certify → Quality .17* .15* .16*** .15***

R2 .28 .29 .32 .33

Quality → PI .38*** .38***

R2 .15 .14

Taste → PI .02 .02 .06 .05
Smell → PI −.00 .00 .00 −.00
Appearance → PI −.05 −.07 .05 .04
Price → PI .26** .24** .06 .05
Labelling → PI .21** .18* .07 .03
Government → PI −.06 −.08 .04 .02
Brand → PI .07 .05 .15*** .12**

Heath → PI .09 .05 .14** .09*

Certification → PI .34*** .31*** .22*** .19***

R2 .30 .33 .19 .22

Govern=government regulation, PI=purchase intention, DE=direct effect, FM=full
model.

* p< .05.
** p<.01.
*** p< .001.

Table 6
Results of H2a Testing.

Structural path Prospective consumers Experienced consumers

OTM OTRM OTM OTRM

Observation traits
Taste → Quality .08 .03 .23*** .04
Smell → Quality .13 −.00 .10* .04
Appear → Quality .16 .09 .10* .06
Reflection traits
Price → Quality .09 .03
Label → Quality .18* .19***

Govern→ Quality .08 .10**

Brand → Quality .13 .17***

Heath → Quality .21** .23***

Certify → Quality .15* .15***

R2 .09 .29 .11 .33
ΔR2 .20*** .22***

Govern=government regulation, OTM = model with observation traits, OTRM = model
with both observation and reflection traits.

* p< .05.
** p<.01.
*** p< .001.

Table 7
Results of H2b Testing.

Structural path Prospective consumers Experienced consumers

OTM OTRM OTM OTRM

Observation traits
Taste → PI .07 .02 .19*** .06
Smell →PI .15 −.00 .05 .00
Appear →PI .04 −.05 .09* .05
Reflection traits
Price →PI .26** .06
Label →PI .21** .07
Govern→ PI −.06 .04
Brand →PI .07 .15***

Heath → PI .09 .14**

Certify → PI .34*** .22***

R2 .04 .30 .07 .19
ΔR2 .26*** .13***

Govern=government regulation, PI=purchase intention, OTM = model with observa-
tion traits, OTRM = model with both observation and reflection traits.

* p< .05.
** p< .01.
*** p<.001.

Table 8
Assessment of price importance.

Prospective consumers Experienced consumers

Less than 5000 RMB 4.15 3.76
Between 5001 and 10,000

RMB
3.84 3.99

Between 10,001 and 20,000
RMB

3.96 3.98

More than 20,000 RMB 3.33 4.13

Fig. 3. Moderation effect of self-indulgence on the relationship between certification and
purchase intention for PC.

Fig. 4. Moderation effect of variety seeking on the relationship between brand and
purchase intention for PC.
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intention for both prospective consumers and experienced consumers,
and the changes in R2 were significant. Therefore, both H2a and H2b
were supported.

From the testing, price demonstrates a direct effect on purchase
intention of prospective consumers. Hence, we analysed respondents’
assessment of price importance over their wages (see Table 8). The
results show that price is perceived more importantly by PC for those
with monthly income of less than 5000 RMB. For EC, those who earned
more than 20,000 have the highest score. In other words, high income
earners in the case of PC are less concerned of prices. On the contrary,
as shown in Table 8, EC with higher incomes are more conscious of the
price.

H4a and 4b propose that individual purchase styles moderate the
relationship between product traits and purchase intention. Results
from moderation testing show that, in the case of PC, self-indulgence
significantly moderates the relationship between certification and
purchase intention (β = .18, p< .01); whereas variety seeking mod-
erates the relationship between brand and purchase intention (β = .16,
p< .05). In the case of EC, self-indulgence moderates the relationship
between brand and repurchase intention (β = .07, p< .05); variety
seeking moderates the relationship between brand and repurchase in-
tention (β = .11, p< .01). These findings are depicted in Fig.s 3–6
following Aiken and West (1991). Overall, these results partially sup-
port H4b.

5. Discussion and conclusions

This study investigates the relationships among organic food quality
traits that form consumers’ perceived behavioural control, personal
attributes manifest in individual purchase styles, and purchase inten-
tion with a focus on Chinese consumers. This investigation seeks to
understand how Chinese consumers perceive and purchase “safe food”
(organic food). In particular, the study analyses these relationships

separately for individuals who have purchased and consumed organic
food (referred to as EC in the current study) and those who have not
(referred to as PC), in order to gain insights into organic food sales. This
option is intended to help organic food producers and marketers better
understand the market and seek for most appropriate means and stra-
tegies to market their products. The findings show that observation
traits in general have no significant influences on either consumers’
attitudes towards organic food or purchase intention for both EC and
PC; whereas most reflection traits do. As proposed, reflection traits do
explain additional variance in both quality assessment and purchase
intention beyond observation traits. Consumers’ purchase styles do
have significant moderation effects on attitude and purchase intention
in both groups. Detailed discussion of these findings is as follows.

5.1. Organic food quality traits, quality assessment and purchase intention

Prior to testing the proposed relationships, the selected traits asso-
ciated with organic food were ranked to understand the relevant im-
portance in consumers’ assessment of the organic food quality. The
results show that reflection traits have high scores than observation
traits for both PC and EC. In particular, certification of the products is
the most important factor in determining authenticity of organic food
for both groups. Interestingly, PC scored all reflection traits higher than
EC. This finding may suggest that PC without prior consumption ex-
perience believe these traits accounts for organic food quality.

In assessing the impact of observation traits on quality assessment
and purchase intention, no significant results were found. As proposed,
most reflection traits have significant impacts on quality assessment for
both EC and PC. Price significantly affects PC's purchase intention.
Organic food is rather expensive compared to conventional ones.
Indeed, the post-hoc analysis shows that those with low wages in the
case of PC rate price as the most important factor in their purchase.
Probably price is one of the reasons that affect PC's purchase of organic
food. However, for those who have purchased and consumed organic
food, despite some with low wages, they still prefer expensive organic
food. Their positive experience with organic food probably accounts for
such preference.

The results show that labelling and certification are important fac-
tors in quality assessment and purchase intention. Labelling is parti-
cularly important for EC to assess organic food quality. Since they have
had prior experience with organic food, EC are aware that labels convey
important information of the product. Branding and heath effect also
significantly affect EC's intention to purchase organic food again. These
traits are reflective of ethical and safety cues. Consumers are unable to
identify intrinsic quality of organic food from that of conventional
products; they rely on theses cues to assess product quality and make
their purchase decisions. Brand can serve as a means of creating dif-
ferentiation of quality in consumers’ minds (Phillips et al., 2014).
Certification also conveys a legal means to ensure authenticity and
quality of the product. Interestingly, government regulation has insig-
nificant influence on either quality assessment or purchase intention for
PC. This finding may suggest that Chinese consumers have little con-
fidence in their government. Although EC believe that government
control may affect product quality, the regulation per se is not adequate
to ensure food quality.

The mediating testing shows that quality assessment does mediate
the relationship between some reflection traits and intention to pur-
chase and repurchase for PC and EC. Inclusion of quality assessment in
the model enhances the predicting effect on purchasing intention. The
findings indicate that reflection traits associated with organic food
constitute consumers’ assessment of the product quality and purchase.
The partial mediation relationships suggest that both reflection traits
and quality assessment account for organic food purchase.

Fig. 5. Moderation effect of self-indulgence on the relationship between brand and re-
purchase intention for EC.

Fig. 6. Moderation effect of variety seeking on the relationship between brand and re-
purchase intention for EC.
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5.2. The moderation testing

The study shows that those who have self-indulgence tendency are
more concerned of product certification and branding. Apparently or-
ganic food is more expensive than conventional ones. Self-indulgent
individuals would buy them anyway as they believe organic food are
safer, especially those with reliable certification and branding. These
consumers are also price oriented. Post hoc analysis shows that EC with
low wages rank price as the least important factor in purchasing organic
food. These consumers have high scores of self-indulgence. These
findings provide new insights for organic marketers. When organic food
consumption is driven by consumers’ purchase style (self-indulgence),
the marketing strategy for promoting organic food should be adjusted
accordingly.

Variety seeking demonstrates a positive moderation effect on the
relationship between brand and purchase intention for both PC and EC.
The results show that individuals who are rated high in variety seeking
tend to be more brand conscious. Consuming organic food has become a
fashion (e.g. Falguera et al., 2012; Kulmala et al., 2013). Consumers
who tend to seek variety love fashion and trendy products. As indicated
in this finding, they are more inclined to purchase branded organic
food.

6. Implications

Instead of testing attitudes-intention-behaviour relationship as de-
picted in the popular TPB model, the current study proposes the quality
attributes constituting perceived behavioural control in organic food
purchase affect quality assessment and purchase intention. Personal
attributes that are reflective of personal norms are modelled as mod-
erators of food-related attributes – quality assessment – purchase in-
tention relationship. Consequently, this study provides insights into
original propositions of theory of planned behaviours. The study draws
upon prevalent food safety scandals in China. The finding of personal
norm (personal attributes) – attitude relationship is consistent with that
of studies by Gotschi et al. (2007) and Tarkiainen and Sundqvist (2005).

Unlike prior research that has primarily focused on observation
traits of organic food, the current study argues that traits that are re-
flective of ethical, environmental and safety issues have more impact on
Chinese consumers’ quality assessment and purchase intention. This
view is consistent with Zhao et al.’s (2007) claim that observation traits
are not sufficient to determine product quality as consumers are unable
to differentiate organic from conventional products on the basis of these
surface traits alone (see Zhao et al., 2007). Other researchers (e.g.
Magnusson et al., 2003; Michaelidou and Hassan, 2008) also resonate
with this view. The hierarchical testing of traits-purchase relationship
and separate analysis for PC and EC provide insightful information for
the relevant researchers and practitioners.

The findings of this study have particular implications for organic
food producers and marketers. Only reflection traits are found to affect
Chinese consumers’ quality assessment and purchase intention. Some
attributes (e.g. product certification) have direct and indirect influence
on purchase intention for both PC and EC. For organic food marketers,
the marketing endeavour to increase market share should be focused on
the attributes that have potential to attract PC to purchase organic food
and to stimulate EC to repurchase these products. Marketers should pay
special attention to labelling and certification given its significant in-
fluence on quality assessment and purchase intention for both PC and
EC. Labelling is reflective of product specifications, whereas certifica-
tion is indicative of authenticity of organic products. These attributes
are particularly important for Chinese consumers given food safety
concerns. The significant moderating effects exerted by consumers’
purchase style suggest that marketers should analyse consumers’ life-
style and personal traits in order to develop more appropriate mar-
keting strategies to promote organic food.

7. Limitations and future research

Although every endeavour has been made to ensure methodological
and statistical rigorousness in this study, some limitations must be ac-
knowledged. The study was only undertaken in four cities in China.
Although citizens in these cities are fairly representative of organic food
consumers in this country, generalization of the findings may be lim-
ited. Future research should extend the sample into other cities. The
survey was conducted in shopping malls. Random sampling on house-
holds at various locations may be more representative of the organic
food market. Difference of the sample sizes of PC and EC may also affect
the findings. Future research should attend to these limitations and
provide a more holistic picture of organic food purchase.
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