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Millennials’ consumption behavior 
toward organic food. 

Aware or responsible consumers?
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Abstract. The study aims to analyze knowledge and consumption behavior towards
packaged organic food among Millennials. This paper identifies the relationships be-
tween socioeconomic characteristics of young consumers and their consumption be-
havior. We carried out a survey with a questionnaire among 1,155 young students aged
from 16-25 years in Friuli Venezia Giulia Region. Our results show that socio-econom-
ic characteristics do not affects Millennials’ consumption. This is probably due to scarce
knowledge of organic food.
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1. Organic market. Both packaged and
fresh organic food is the fastest growing
market in the food industry in many
countries. 

Several studies have been published
to analyze organic and fair trade food
in order to better understand the con-
sumption behavior. Marketing and
Agricultural Economics scholars ex-
plored supply chain organization (eco-
nomic agents and their relationships),
marketing strategies and competitive
trends among organic food products.

Their aim was the assessment of

consumers’ attitudes, preferences, be-
havior, and willingness to pay (WTP).
Sociologists analyzed life styles and the
promotion of a responsible consump-
tion culture according to the princi-
ples of sustainability.

Although the market share of or-
ganic food is still fairly low, it could
not be considered as a niche market
but an innovative production method.
In fact, it is strongly growing continu-
ously, and has positive economic, envi-
ronmental, and social effects (Rete Ru-
rale Na zio nale 2015).
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According to FIBL-IFOAM (2015),
in Italy, the market for organic products
is valued at 3.1 billion euros, and sales
are increasing among all marketing
channels. The strong market growth is
mainly due to increasing levels of or-
ganic food sold in the supermarkets,
which permitted the raise of the num-
ber of potential consumers and the use
of marketing policies, that both alter-
native channels and small shops were
not able to use (Idda et al. 2006). How-
ever, a number of researchers state that
organic food sold through supermar-
kets creates contradictions between the
principles of sustainable agriculture and
the target of big companies (Hughner
et al. 2007). In fact, on the one hand the
presence of big firms is able to face the
fast increase of food demand, on the
other hand it produces an alteration of
organic production model as it creates
an estrangement from its original val-
ues, i.e. economic, environmental, and
social sustainability (Viganò et al. 2012).

Analyzing organic demand data it
is possible to state that organic food
expense have been increasing in spite
of negative consequences of economic
crisis on food purchases. In fact, dur-
ing 2014 organic market raised (11%),
in addition also during the first six
months of 2015 ISMEA (2015) data
put in evidence a strong increase
(20%) of organic market share. More-
over, the expenses for organic biscuits,
cakes and snacks (SINAB, 2015) have
raised significantly (+ 15%).

These data state that consumers in-
creasingly appreciate organic food and
are more conscious about the positive
values of organic production methods.
Environmental resources conservation,

relationships between food safety and
human health, ethics motivations in
choosing food products, and fair trade
opportunities are a number of reasons
able to explain the increase of organic
market share.

The aim of this study is to analyze
young consumers’ behavior toward or-
ganic and fair trade food to better un-
derstand if they are aware and re-
sponsible consumers. To reach this
objective we carried out a survey
among students.

2. Literature review. There are several
studies about organic food consump-
tion. They were carried out in a num-
ber of countries in order to under-
stand preferences and habits of
organic consumers, their willingness
to pay for organic food. Yiridoe et al.
(2005), Hughner et al. (2007), Verain
et al. (2012) produced some critical
analysis of these studies. Similarly, in
Italy it is possible to identify a lot of
studies about organic consumption
(e.g. Cosmina et al. 2015; Gracia, De
Magistris 2008; Pellegrini, Farinello
2009; Bellini 2011; Ceccacci 2013).
Nevertheless, only few studies analize
young consumers’ behavior and pref-
erences, while several scholars stud-
ied young consumers’ behavior toward
organic non-food products, responsi-
ble consumption, and green marketing
(Vermeir, Verbeke 2006; Hume 2010;
Smith 2010; Smith, Brower 2012). 

The aim of this study to analyze
young consumers’ consumption – i.e.
Millenials (Howe, Strauss 2000) born
between 1980 and 2000 and children
of Baby Boomer generation – arises
from the strong differences between
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this generation and the others due to
socioeconomic and cultural transfor-
mations, and the presence of informa-
tion and communication technologies,
which enables people to be more con-
nected and to receive continuously in-
formation changing lifestyles and con-
sumption and pinning the consumers
in the post-modern era (Fabris 2010).
Consequently, they seem to be more
informed and aware of their needs. 

Regine (2011) studied the relation-
ship between young people and or-
ganic products in an exploratory sur-
vey conducted on a sample of 220 col-
lege students (less than 35 years old)
in New England. The Author exam-
ined the relationship between gender,
age, income, level education, ethnic
groups and consumer preferences for
organic products and found statisti-
cally significant results. Nevertheless
the Author highlighted an imbalance
of the sample suggesting further re-
search to understand the impact of
gender on the choices of young con-
sumers toward organic food. A recent
contribution of Martinengo (2012)
pointed out the relationship between
young people and the quality of food.
The survey has been carried out on a
sample of adolescents and preadoles-
cents in Piedmont. 

Results suggested there are two
food styles: the first focused on female
fitness, lightness and well-being, and
the second one focused on male, high-
er contents of protein, carbohydrates
and fats. Each food style had a signifi-
cant relationship with cultural status
of family and family habits. As regards
consumers’ awareness, the results
showed that only 20% of respondents

regularly collected information about
the food they consumed (e.g. reading
the labels). Findings put in evidence
that the gender differentiated con-
sumers since girls seemed to be more
aware than males.

Since the choice of food can be
seen as a complex function that com-
bines sensory preferences and “non-
sensory elements that include expec-
tations, attitudes, emotions, health
goals, price and ethical motivations”
(Martinengo, 2012, p. 435), the re-
search question of this study were in
detail: are Millennials aware con-
sumers of organic food and fair trade
products? Can we identify the exis-
tence of groups of consumers more or
less responsible among Millennials?
Are there differences in gender, age,
educational level, household compo-
sition able to affect the purchasing
decisions made by Millennials? Have
price and financial resources an im-
pact on the consumption of packaged
organic food?

3. Material and methods. To reach the
aim of this study we decided to con-
duct a survey among young consumers
in Friuli Venezia Giulia Region. They
were recruited in high schools and at
the University and accepted to partic-
ipate without any incentive. 1,114
questionnaires were compiled.

The questionnaire was divided in-
to two parts with questions on: i) re-
spondents’ socioeconomic character-
istics; knowledge about organic and
fair trade food; consumption and
purchase habits of fair trade and or-
ganic food; and their price sensibility;
ii) consumption behavior via a pur-
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chase simulation using four different
snack products (both organic and
conventional). In detail, we proposed
two types of biscuits (one organic and
the other conventional), and two
types of fruit juice (one organic and
the other conventional). Both organic
and conventional products share a
very similar packaging. The simula-
tion has been repeated three times to
take into consideration i) a price
change of one organic product (bis-
cuits), ii) and an increase of the avail-
ability of re s  p ondents’ financial re-
sources (from € 5 to € 8) (Figure 1).

The survey was carried out during
the orientation days for high schools
realized by the University of Udine, at
a number of schools in the province of
Udine and Gorizia (Italy), and during
the presentation of the courses for
freshmen and Bachelors between No-
vember 2012 and April 2014.

The aim of the survey was to ana-
lyze the awareness and responsibility
of consumers, proving the existence
of relationships between demographic
factors and purchasing behaviors of
young consumers. To better investi-
gate eating habits in particular at
school or college, and attitudes to pur-
chase and/or consume organic and/or

fair trade food we used the principal
component analysis (PCA) to analyze
specific collected data. We identified 8
items using 5-point ordinal scale. In
detail: two items concerning the read-
ing of the label during the consump-
tion and/or the purchase of food, one
item concerning the interest in the
price of purchased goods, three items
related to the purchase/ consumption
of snacks, and lastly two items on the
frequency of consumption of fair trade
and/or organic products. Then we
built similar groups of respondents us-
ing the cluster analysis. 

The results of this phase have been
associated with purchasing behavior
simulated in the three phases we con-
sidered.

4. Results. The summary statistics of
socioeconomic variables indicate that
64% of respondents were female, and
their mean and median age was 19
years. As regards their parents’ occu-
pation, findings stated that both fa-
thers (54%) and mothers (57%) were
employees, while the average number
of household members was 4. Re-
spondents stated that the mother is
the person who most often (76%) is
responsible for grocery shopping,

Figure 1. Simulation example.

Situation 1 - € 5 Situation 2 - € 5 Situation 3 - € 8
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however 69% of subjects declared to
accompany the responsible.

Using the PCA analysis two di-
mensions has been identified. They
were able to reproduce about 56% of
the total variability of the 8 items
(Table 1). 

We called the first dimension “Eat-
ing habits away from home” as it sum-
marized the behaviors related to the

ways students usually adopt to pur-
chase and/or consume a snack when
they are at school or college. The sec-
ond dimension called “conscious and
ethical consumption” was mainly re-
lated to i) the habit to read the label of
the purchased or consumed goods and
ii) the consumption of fair trade
and/or organic food. Then we assigned
a score to each student using the di-

Table 1. Principal component analysis dimensions.

Item Dimension 1 Dimension 2

Ethical consumption -0.008 0.812
Ethical purchase 0.034 0.820
Price -0.315 0.123
Home -0.803 -0.031
Out 0.895 0.060
Vending machine 0.754 -0.060
Fair Trade 0.005 0.572
Organic 0.041 0.632

Figure 2. Students’ position using PCA dimensions.
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mensions identified by the PCA in or-
der to group them into 5 clusters. In
detail: 1) the first group of “ethical
and aware students with good eating
habits”, 2) the second group of “stu-
dents not aware of consumption
and/or purchase choices with bad eat-
ing habits”, 3) the third group of “stu-
dents who have a conventional ap-
proach both for purchase and
consumption”, 4) the fourth group of
“students not interested in what they
buy and/or consume”, and 5) the last
group of “students with average be-
havior and/or attitudes” (Figure 2). 

This classification was confirmed
by using a cluster analysis.

The analysis of purchasing behav-
ior was synthesized by using the
propensity to buy organic products.
In particular, we measured the share of
organic products bought by each re-
spondent. By correlating the propen-
sity to purchase organic food with the
dimensions identified by the PCA
(Table 2), it was possible to note that
the propensity raised both when re-
spondents have good eating habits out,
and the awareness for ethical and or-
ganic consumption increases.

5. Conclusions. Differences in i) knowl-
edge and preferences of consumption
toward organic products, ii) eating

habits, and iii) behavior of young con-
sumers forced manufacturers and dis-
tributors to reconsider their marketing
strategies. But, to be able to recreate
these strategies it is necessary to im-
prove the knowledge of consumers’
behavior. 

The empirical findings of our study
revealed that in general young con-
sumers are sensitive to the issues of
sustainability, but they are either not
always adequately informed or totally
misinformed. 

The study also demonstrated that
Millennials’ purchase and consump-
tion attitudes do not seem to be influ-
enced either by demographic and so-
cioeconomic family characteristics or
gender. In fact, the increased avail-
ability of financial resources influenced
and increased organic purchase and
consumption only for respondents
who were already willing to purchase
them. 

These results are useful for mar-
keting decision makers. In particular,
findings suggest them firstly to pro-
vide more experiential involvement,
such as edutainment experience to-
ward young consumers; secondly, to
try to address the categories of young
consumers whose behaviors are not
clearly defined (average behavior); fi-
nally, to improve information toward

Table 2. Correlation between propensity to purchase organic food and PCA dimensions. 

Propensity to purchase  Food consumption   Ethical and aware  
organic food habits out consumption

Situation 1 0.22 0.40
Situation 2 0.18 0.37
Situation 3 0.22 0.43
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young consumers with a conventional
or disinterested behavior. According to
our results, acting on these three paths

could enhance the organic market
without distorting the principles of or-
ganic production methods.
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