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Abstract

Purpose: Consumers increasingly make conscious choices when it comes to food and choose healthy prod-
ucts that protect the natural environment and preserve traditional habits and communities. This study 
investigates the differences between perceived benefits and willingness to pay for products making differ-
ent marketing claims yet all suggesting producers’ dedication to protect the health of consumers as well as 
natural and traditional resources. 

Methodology: First, focus groups were conducted to identify food marketing claims (i.e., product types) 
that are relevant to consumers and empirically validate the relevance of the perceived benefits identified 
in previous research. Second, questionnaires were distributed to consumers to analyse the differences in 
perceived benefits and willingness to pay between the identified product types. 

Results: The focus groups revealed that apart from natural and traditional products, handmade, home-
made, and autochthonous products represent important marketing claims. They also proved that most 
benefits identified in literature resonate well with consumers of the studied cultural context. Results of 
the questionnaire show that emotional benefits are not perceived differently for different product types, 
functional benefits are perceived higher for natural and handmade products than for traditional ones, while 
convenience is perceived as higher only for handmade products. Willingness to pay is not different for dif-
ferent product types nor benefits. 

Conclusion: Since some product types are perceived as providing more benefits than others, small food 
producers should focus on marketing their products as handmade and natural, rather than traditional. Fur-
thermore, marketing efforts should be directed towards identifying the right consumer segments as those 
inclined to the protection of traditional resources perceive higher benefits regardless of the product type.
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1.	 Introduction

According to Angus and Westbrook (2020), major 
consumer trends boil down to consumers return-
ing to their roots, doing everything from the com-
fort of their home, caring for their well-being and 
buying local, personalized, non-polluting products. 
Reacting to those trends, many marketers promote 
their food products in vague terms such as fresh, 
local, natural, artisan, and sustainable (Del Gigante, 
2013). When faced with such marketing claims, 
especially when combined, consumers often envi-
sion an idyllic image of a small family farm which 
produces healthy products, while protecting natu-
ral and traditional resources. Because marketing 
claims that underline health, environmental and 
ethical concerns are appealing to modern consum-
ers (Ghvanidze et al., 2019), yet most of them are 
very vague and legally not well regulated (Wenzig & 
Gruchmann, 2018; Berry et al., 2017), they require 
more attention by researchers and policymakers. 
In the focus of this research are two of those under-
defined claims: traditional and natural. Globally, 
their relevance is evidenced in the big and growing 
market shares (Cao & Yan 2016; Savelli et al., 2019), 
and locally in the smart specialization guidelines of 
the Croatian Primorsko-goranska county (cf. Pri-
goda, 2020) according to which the protection of 
natural and traditional resources represents one of 
the priorities that need higher practitioners’ and aca-
demic attention. Also, these two claims differ enough 
from one another yet in a parsimonious way repre-
sent umbrella claims for many similar ones. 
Previous research explored what natural (Petty, 
2015; Rozin, 2005) and traditional (e.g., Guerrero 
et al., 2009; Cerjak et al., 2014) products represent 
and what benefits consumers get when purchasing 
natural (Umberger et al., 2009; Berry et al., 2017) 
or traditional products (Barska & Wojciechows-
ka-Solis, 2018; Vanhonacker et al., 2010; Wang et 
al., 2016). However, comparing these two types of 
products, or similar vaguely defined types of prod-
ucts that consumers consider good alternatives to 
natural and traditional products, captured only 
scarce attention of researchers so far. 
The objective of this paper is, thus, to explore the 
benefits that consumers perceived to be specific 
for widely used yet underdefined marketing claims 
related to natural and traditional production and 
how those benefits reflect in consumer willing-
ness to pay (henceforth: WTP). Our findings are 
particularly important for small food producers as 
their production usually complies with the protec-

tion of natural and traditional resources, yet lack of 
resources limits their branding efforts (Renton et 
al., 2016). Our findings will help them understand 
which claims are preferred by consumers so they 
can stand a chance against incomparably more re-
sourceful competitors.

2.	 Previous research 

This study is exploratory in nature, so the main 
purpose of the literature review was to explore the 
most studied perceived benefits related to natural 
and traditional food products and how they relate 
to WTP. We searched for articles published in jour-
nals indexed in WoS SSCI and SCI to ensure they 
have undergone a rigorous review process. Further, 
to include only contemporary, research-based re-
search without a language barrier, we narrowed 
our search down to articles in English published 
between 2000-2020. 

2.1	 Natural products, their benefits and WTP

Marketing research (e.g., McFadden & Huffman, 
2017; Berry et al., 2017; Syrengelas et al., 2018) 
most often defines natural products according to 
the USDA (2005) definition which focuses on the 
two defining characteristics: no artificial flavour, 
colouring ingredient, chemical preservative, or 
any other artificial or synthetic ingredient; and 
the minimal processing of the product and its in-
gredients. Similarly, the most relevant research on 
the consumer perception of the meaning of natural 
products conducted by Rozin et al. (2012) found 
consumers across Europe and the US agree that the 
natural claim refers to the absence of “negative” fea-
tures (e.g., additives, human intervention), rather 
than the presence of positive ones.
When it comes to perceived consumer benefits, 
prior research found that natural products are 
perceived as providing many benefits. Umberger 
et al. (2009) differentiate between personal ben-
efits, social health concerns and societal benefits. 
According to them, personal benefits include nu-
trition, quality and safety. Likewise, social health 
concerns include potential antibiotic resistance and 
unknown hormonal effects, which is related to the 
healthy benefit discovered by Rozin et al. (2012) 
and Berry et al. (2017). Finally, under societal bene-
fits, Umberger et al. (2009) include support for local 
agriculture and environmental benefits. Rozin et al. 
(2012) also found benefits like tasty to be related to 
natural products. 
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Prior research often also investigated WTP for nat-
ural products. Researchers were most interested in 
how WTP changes when consumers receive vari-
ous information on what natural stands for (Gifford 
& Bernard, 2011; McFadden & Huffman, 2017) and 
which behavioural and psychographic consumer 
profiles are linked to WTP (Migliore et al., 2020). 
In the context of this study, the results by Umberger 
et al. (2009) are particularly interesting. They stud-
ied the relationship between benefits and WTP and 
found that personal benefits, social health concerns 
and societal benefits that consumers relate to natu-
ral products all contribute to WTP, the influence 
being the strongest for social health concerns. 

2.2	 Traditional products, their benefits and WTP
According to previous research (e.g., Balogh et al., 
2016; Pieniak et al., 2009; Kühne et al., 2015), the 
most important regulation which defines tradition-
al products is Regulation (EU) 1151/2012 (and its 
earlier version, Council Regulation (EC) 509/2006) 
on quality schemes for agricultural products and 
foodstuffs. It says that “traditional’ means proven 
usage on the domestic market for a period that al-
lows transmission between generations; this period 
is to be at least 30 years“. Trichopoulou et al. (2007) 
made an important contribution by elaborating 
on the definition of traditional in the Regulation. 
According to them “traditional means conform-
ing to established practice or specifications prior 
to the Second World War”. Furthermore, they de-
fine traditional food as distinguished from similar 
products in terms of the use of traditional ingredi-
ents, traditional composition, or traditional type of 
production and/or processing method which are 
characterised by being used prior to WWII in iden-
tifiable geographical areas and remain in use today. 
Marketing researchers also investigated how con-
sumers perceive traditional products. The most im-
portant contribution in that regard was provided by 
Guerrero et al. (2009), who view traditional prod-
ucts as those frequently consumed or associated 
with certain celebrations or seasons, transmitted 
through generations, made specifically according to 
the gastronomic heritage, with minimal processing, 
distinguished because of their sensory properties, 
and associated with a certain location.
Furthermore, the research investigated which ben-
efits consumers relate to traditional products. Wang 
et al. (2016) divided such benefits into several groups 
including sensory appeal (taste, smell, and appear-
ance of food), health, symbolic meaning (memories, 
childhood, family, and nostalgia), and safety. Sensory 

appeal (particularly taste) and health are benefits that 
are frequently identified when it comes to traditional 
products (e.g., Barska & Wojciechowska-Solis, 2018; 
Cerjak et al., 2014; Renko & Bucar, 2014). The ele-
ments of symbolic meaning, in particular childhood 
memories and specific emotions, are also found to 
be associated with traditional food by many such as 
Cerjak et al. (2014); Serrano-Cruz et al. (2018), and 
Guerrero et al. (2012). Similarly, consumption of tra-
ditional food also carries a symbolic meaning related 
to certain attitudes like the importance of support-
ing neighbourhood, not purchasing foreign food and 
the like (Vanhonacker et al., 2010). Perhaps the most 
comprehensive list of benefits is given by Cerjak et al. 
(2014), who, besides most of the mentioned benefits, 
also discovered self-interest benefits such as high en-
ergy level, pleasure and enjoyment, and altruistic ben-
efits such as support for rural families and communi-
ties, animal welfare and environmental protection. 
Previous research also investigated how traditional 
food consumption related to some other food con-
sumption benefits such as weight control (Pieniak 
et al., 2009; Vanhonacker et al., 2010), ease and 
speed of cooking and consumption (Pieniak et al., 
2009; Wang et al., 2016; Vanhonacker et al., 2010), 
economic convenience (Vanhonacker et al., 2010; 
Pieniak et al., 2009; Savelli et al., 2009) but mostly 
found that these benefits are not specific for tra-
ditional products, but rather for the conventional 
ones.
Finally, researchers explored WTP in the context of 
traditional products. Ballco and Gracia (2020) discov-
ered that traditional products that carry a Protected 
designation of origin quality label and those locally or 
regionally produced display the highest WTP. Similar-
ly, Balogh et al. (2016) found quality label, retail outlet, 
price, and type of ingredients to be significant predic-
tors of WTP for traditional products. 

3.	 Methodology

3.1	 Procedure
Given the exploratory nature of our study, we first 
conducted consumers focus groups aiming to: 

•• assess whether benefits relevant in previ-
ous research also resonate with Croatian 
consumers and,

•• identify food marketing claims (i.e., product 
types) other than natural and traditional that 
trigger consumer attention when it comes 
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to food produced by small farm producers 
devoted to the protection of natural and 
traditional resources. 

Four focus groups were conducted, each compris-
ing three to seven participants; 20 overall. Demo-
graphics was dispersed in terms of gender and age, 
although in favour of female (14 vs. 6) and younger 
(mean age = 33) participants. In terms of education, 
we have purposely chosen those with higher edu-
cation (7 students of the master studies, 6 master 
graduates and 7 PhD graduates) as they are more 

likely to make conscious food choices (Ghvanidze 
et al., 2019).

Table 1 shows that most of the benefits identified in 
the literature were considered as relevant in the fo-
cus groups. On the other hand, the focus groups also 
discovered a benefit not found in literature: enable 
the consumer to create a relationship with the manu-
facturer. Inspired by the classification of benefits by 
Umberger et al. (2009) for natural and Pieniak et al. 
(2009) and Savelli et al. (2019) for traditional prod-
ucts, we have classified the benefits into two main 
categories: self-interest and altruistic benefits. 

Table 1 List of studied perceived benefits

Benefit Type
Prior research Focus 

groupsNatural Traditional

Give the consumer a lot of energy 1 Self-interest X X

Healthy Self-interest X X X

Nutritious Self-interest X X

Help the consumer control the weight 2 Self-interest X

Safe for the consumer Self-interest X X X

Evoke positive emotions in customers Self-interest X X

Remind the consumer of childhood Self-interest X X

Tasty Self-interest X X X

Provide pleasure to consumers 1 Self-interest X X

Enable the consumer to create a relationship with the manu-
facturer Self-interest X

Enable the consumer to identify as a person of certain attitudes Self-interest X

Provide financial savings for the consumer 2 Self-interest X

Provide time and energy savings for the consumer 2 Self-interest X

Help sustain rural families and communities Altruistic X X X

Contribute to the public health improvement (no effect of 
animal antibiotics and hormones on humans) 1 Altruistic X

Contribute to animal welfare Altruistic X X

Do not harm the environment Altruistic X X X
1 adjusted during pre-testing 
2 explored in previous research, but not found to be specific for traditional products  
Source: Authors

As for the second purpose of the focus groups, we 
have identified that, apart from traditional and natu-
ral claims, participants especially appreciate: or-
ganic/eco-labels, handmade and homemade claims 
and products originating from a specific region (e.g., 
Neretva mandarins, Istrian prosciutto or Slavonian 

kulen). Since in the focus of our interest were unreg-
ulated claims and not official, by a regulation defined 
labels, we have not included organic/eco-labels in 
further research. Furthermore, although there is am-
ple research on local foods, we did not find this claim 
to be of interest for the focus group participants. 
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However, for products originating from a specific 
region, we pondered whether to define them as local 
products, but concluded it would not be appropri-
ate since the Neretva and Slavonia regions that were 
often mentioned by the focus groups participants are 
the furthermost regions of Croatia from the Kvarner 
region in which the focus groups were conducted. 
On the other hand, according to the Oxford learner’s 
dictionary (2021) the word autochthonous means “of 
people who live in a particular place“ or “formed in 
its present position“, so this claim was considered to 
appropriately capture the intended meaning of prod-
ucts like Slavonian kulen and was thus included in 
further analysis. 

To further ensure that traditional, natural, hand-
made, homemade, and autochthonous represent 
the five most relevant food marketing claims, we 
have screened webpages of a dozen of the famous 
Croatian brands within the product categories 
identified as those preserving natural and tradi-
tional resources during the focus groups. We have 
found that traditional and natural are very com-
monly used claims, especially traditional, but au-
tochthonous and handmade are quite present as 
well. Homemade is less often applied, but more 
often than e.g., local. Hence, we proceeded with 
the five above-mentioned marketing claims (hence-
forth: product types).

Before conducting the main quantitative research, 
the initial questionnaire underwent expert evalua-
tion and a pilot study. The purpose of the expert eval-
uation was to examine the clarity of the questionnaire 
and define how to set up the initial stimulus and gen-
erally structure the questionnaire to minimize the 
framing influence on the respondents. Five method-
ology and marketing experts were consulted at this 
stage. Based on their input, we slightly changed some 
questions for more clarity. We also decide that the 
best initial stimulus in the survey would be asking 
respondents to imagine a situation in which “they 
invited gourmand friends over for dinner and since 
they were aware the friends loved anything that is X 
(to be replaced by one of the identified product types), 
they did their best to serve X products.” The question-
naire would proceed with two open-ended questions 
(which products would they serve their friends and 
where would they get those products). Such an in-
troduction enables respondents who are not regular 
users of X product to relate to the situation. It also 
removes the effect of scepticism towards the market-
ing claims that could bother some respondents have 

we shown an image of a product labelled as X prod-
uct type. Finally, it makes respondents think exactly 
of a type of product that X product type represents 
for them. The questionnaire would then proceed 
to investigate consumer perception of the studied 
product types with special emphasis on perceived 
benefits and willingness to pay. The questionnaire 
would end with several consumer profiling ques-
tions, i.e., control variables. 

After the expert evaluation, we have prepared five 
questionnaires (one for each product type) and 
conducted a pilot study by distributing each of the 
questionnaires to 1-3 consumers (face to face or 
by phone) aiming to test whether all the questions 
were clear. During filling in of the questionnaire, we 
allowed the respondents to comment on anything 
they found unclear. Based on the pilot study, several 
items were adjusted and refined as Table 1 shows. 
After the fine-tuning based on the pilot research, 
we have back-translated all the scales to English and 
in that stage found no problems.

Finally, in the main study, the final five question-
naires were uploaded online. They were distributed 
to senior business students (3rd year undergradu-
ate studies and master studies) of the University 
of Rijeka. Senior students are easily accessible and, 
unlike junior students, expected to have started 
making conscious food choices. Each respondent 
filled out only one questionnaire. The question-
naires were mostly distributed to students during 
an online class, while the minority of the students 
received an e-mail with an invitation to fill it in.

3.2	 Concept measurements

The main concepts in our study were product type, 
benefits and WTP. As we described, product type 
was an initial stimulus. When it comes to benefits, 
since this was an exploratory study, we did not have 
a priori defined dimensions of the concept but a list 
of 17 benefits originating from literature review and 
focus groups as previously described and shown in 
Table 1. Respondents had to evaluate each benefit 
on a 7-point Likert scale. WTP was measured by a 
simple open-ended question: how higher a price (in 
%) were they willing to pay for X products than for 
the conventional ones. 

Finally, we included a set of profiling questions 
that represented control variables. Apart from the 
standard demographic variables (age, gender, and 
household income), we also included a behavioural 
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variable (consumption intensity) and two psycho-
graphic variables (importance of preservation of 
natural resources and importance of preservation of 
traditional resources). Age and gender were meas-
ured by open questions, while to measure household 
income we asked the respondents to choose from 5 
options. Consumption intensity was measured with 
a single item 7-point scale previously used in Van-
honacker et al. (2013) and Pieniak et al. (2013). This 
scale asks respondents to choose an option ranging 
from “not at all a consumer of X products” to “very 
much a consumer of X products”. The importance 
of preservation of natural resources and the impor-
tance of preservation of traditional resources were 
measured on a scale developed by Dibrell and Craig 
(2006) and reused on natural environment attitudes 
by Dibrell, Craig and Hansen (2011). We used it in its 
original form to measure the importance of preser-
vation of natural resources and in an adjusted form 
so that the word “natural” was replaced by the word 
“traditional” in all the items to measure the impor-
tance of preservation of traditional resources. Items 
are presented in Tables 5 and 6. 

4.	 Results

4.1	 Descriptive statistic 

In total 169 respondents completed an online survey 
in April 2021. For each product type we collected 
more than 30 responses. Two respondents were 
excluded due to missing data in WTP, and one was 
detected as an outlier using a box plot diagram for 
WTP. All the respondents declared themselves as 
users of the studied product types, so no one was ex-
cluded for that reason. As Tables 2 and 3 show, the 
product type based subsamples are homogeneous 
according to their gender (χ2 = 6.12; df = 8; p = 0.634), 
income (χ2 = 17.83; df = 16; p = 0.334), consumption 
intensity (F4,161 = 1.47; p = 0.213), importance of tra-
ditional resources (F4,161 = 0.42; p = 0.794), and im-
portance of natural resource (F4,161 = 0.26; p = 0.902). 
Respondents in autochthonous subsample are sig-
nificantly older than those in handmade, homemade, 
and natural subsamples (F4,161 = 4.259; p<0.05), but 
across subsamples respondents are in their twenties, 
hence the difference is not expected to influence the 
results.

Table 2 Descriptive statistics across product types

Product type N Age Gender Consumption 
intensity

Importance of pres. 
of natural res.

Importance of pres. 
of traditional res.

Autochthonous 40 M = 29; sd = 8.0 73% F M = 5.25; sd = 0.8 M = 6.32; sd = 1.01 M = 5.76; sd = 1.21

Homemade 31 M = 25; sd = 6.5 74% F M = 5.61; sd = 0.8 M = 6.14; sd = 1.13 M = 5.44; sd = 1.33

Natural 33 M = 24; sd = 4.2 76% F M = 5.12; sd = 1.1 M = 6.16; sd = 0.98 M = 5.47; sd = 1.42

Handmade 30 M = 24; sd = 2.7 83% F M = 5.23; sd = 0.8 M = 6.07; sd = 1.22 M = 5.38; sd = 1.60

Traditional 32 M = 27; sd = 8.5 81% F M = 5.03; sd = 1.4 M = 6.16; sd = 1.03 M = 5.55; sd = 1.29

Source: Authors

Table 3 Household income per month across product types (% per category)

Product type N Up to 3.000 HRK 3.001 to  
6.000 HRK

6.001 to  
12.000 HRK

12.001 to 
18.000 HRK

More than 
18.000 HRK

Autochthonous 40 3 % 10 % 30 % 38 % 20 %

Homemade 31 10 % 6 % 35 % 32 % 16 %

Natural 33 9 % 12 % 42 % 27 % 9 %

Handmade 30 17 % 13 % 43 % 20 % 7 %

Traditional 32 3 % 19 % 50 % 13 % 16 %

Source: Authors

4.2	 Data reduction

To examine the central concept of the study (per-
ceived benefits), we have conducted exploratory 

factor analysis (EFA) as it serves to understand and 
clarify new scales (Hair et al., 2019). Principal Axis 
Factoring (PAF) was used because the goal of this 
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analysis was to find an underlying structure of a 
concept and identify the structure of items (Cos-
tello & Osborne, 2005). Direct oblimin rotation 
was used since factors are conceptually expected to 
be moderately correlated. The solution with 3 fac-
tors (number of factors suggested according to the 
criteria Eigenvalue higher than 1) explained 59.75% 
of the variance and communalities for the 17 items 
were generally good (four were just slightly under 
0.4, while others were above). Furthermore, the so-

lution created three content-wise logical factors: 
Functional benefits, Emotional benefits and Con-
venience as shown in Table 4. Thus, this solution 
was retained. Two items cross-loaded on the first 
two factors but were kept in the first one due to 
the content fit and higher factor loadings, while an 
item that cross-loaded on the first and the third 
factor was included to the third based on its con-
tent fit although it loaded better onto the first fac-
tor.

Table 4 Factor solution for the perceived benefits construct

Functional benefits Emotional benefits Convenience

Healthy 0.86    

Help the consumer control the weight 0.77    

Do not harm the environment 0.74    

Contribute to the public health improvement 
(no effect of animal antibiotics and hormones 
on humans)

0.66    

Safe for the consumer 0.61 -0.36  

Give the consumer a lot of energy 0.50    

Contribute to animal welfare 0.43    

Nutritious 0.43 -0.38  

Provide pleasure to consumers   -0.85  

Tasty   -0.83  

Evoke positive emotions in customers   -0.68  

Enable the consumer to create a relationship 
with the manufacturer   -0.64  

Help sustain rural families and communities   -0.62  

Remind the consumer of childhood   -0.60  

Enable the consumer to identify as a person of 
certain attitudes     0.40

Provide time and energy savings for the con-
sumer     0.40

Provide financial savings for the consumer 0.44   0.31

Cronbach’s alpha 0.86 0.85 0.64

KMO 0.89

Bartlett’s test of sphericity <0.001

Source: Authors

Cronbach’s alphas of the items belonging to the 
three factors were higher than 0.6, which indi-
cates satisfying internal consistency of data (cf. 
Peterson, 1994). No indication for improvement 
of Cronbach’s alpha when omitting an item was 
found. 

Repeating a similar procedure, factor analysis was 
conducted for items measuring the importance of 
the preservation of natural resources. Factor analy-
sis (PAF with oblimin rotation) suggested two fac-
tors explaining 74% of variance as Table 5 shows. 
One of these factors represented the importance of 
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natural resources, while the other relative impor-
tance as compared to the importance of other busi-
ness goals. We decided not to keep the second fac-
tor because we were interested in the importance 
and not relative importance. Furthermore, the lat-

ter only contained two items with Cronbach’s alpha 
of 0.4. Factor analysis was re-run with the three 
items and one factor was extracted (Table 5) with 
no communalities below 0.4 and high factor load-
ings. Cronbach alpha was high at 0.84.

Table 5 Factor solution for construct importance of preservation of natural products

 Factor solution 1 Factor solution 2

  Importance Relative 
importance Importance

In the future, the protection of natural resources should be seen as 
part of business success. 0.87 0.86

Businesses need to invest more resources in the protection of 
natural resources. 0.79 0.79

Business leaders should be first in line in protecting natural re-
sources. 0.77 0.77

Businesses should not be committed to protecting natural resourc-
es because this would jeopardize their profitability. 0.58

We must protect natural resources at the cost of losing jobs in our 
community. 0.32 0.56  

Cronbach’s alpha 0.84 0.4 0.84

KMO 0.72 0.73

Bartlett’s test of sphericity <0.001 <0.001

Source: Authors

For measuring the importance of traditional prod-
ucts, the same procedure was repeated, and the 
results were almost identical as with importance 

of natural products. We also decided to keep the 
three-item single factor solution. Items of the two 
analyses are shown in Table 6.

Table 6 Factor solution for construct importance of preservation of traditional products

Factor solution 1 Factor solution 2

  Importance Relative im-
portance Importance

Businesses need to invest more resources in the protection of 
traditional resources. 0.88 0.92

Business leaders should be first in line in protecting traditional 
resources. 0.83 0.78

In the future, the protection of traditional resources should be 
seen as part of business success. 0.81 0.82

Businesses should not be committed to protecting traditional 
resources because this would jeopardize their profitability. 0.61

We must protect traditional resources at the cost of losing jobs in 
our community. 0.37 0.51  

Cronbach’s alpha 0.88 0.37 0.88

KMO 0.71 0.73

Bartlett’s test of sphericity <0.001 <0.001

Source: Authors
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For further analysis, the latent construct for each 
extracted factor was computed as a mean of the cor-
responding items. 

4.3	 Hypotheses testing

After defining latent constructs, outliers were de-
tected using z-scores for each of the variables (func-
tional benefits, emotional benefits, convenience, 
importance of preservation of natural products, 
importance of preservation of traditional products, 
age, gender, household income, and consumption 
intensity). Outliers are usually considered respons-
es with z-scores higher than +/-3. Based on this cri-
teria, in total 12 responses were eliminated, leaving 
154 responses in the sample for further analysis.

The one-way ANOVA with Bonferroni post-hoc 
test was run on the 4 dependent variables, i.e., func-

tional benefits, emotional benefits, convenience and 
WTP (Table 7). There is no significant difference in 
mean WTP, emotional benefits and convenience 
between product types. The only difference was 
found in functional benefits so that they were per-
ceived as the least beneficial and significantly lower 
for traditional products than for natural ones (p = 
0.034, means bolded in Table 7). This was a signal 
that in the multiple regression models that we shall 
conduct, traditional products can be used as a ref-
erence group and all other product types assessed 
relative to them. That is, 4 dummy variables were 
created (for each product type other than tradition-
al) so that their coefficients in the regression would 
indicate the difference of each from the traditional 
product.

Table 7 Difference between means in dependent variables according to product types

Product type WTP
(M; sd)

Functional benefits
(M; sd)

Emotional benefits
(M; sd)

Convenience
(M; sd)

Autochthonous 37.76; 28.88 5.24; 0.99 6.21; 0.67 4.61; 1.26

Homemade 30.30; 28.97 5.28; 1.11 6.13; 0.84 4.43; 1.31

Handmade 33.11; 27.11 5.53; 0.96 6.23; 0.63 4.85; 1.22

Natural 29.43; 20.26 5.81; 0.81 6.02; 0.72 4.70; 1.04

Traditional 41.02; 28.76 5.05; 0.89 6.12; 0.80 4.26; 1.05

Source: Authors

Our main model thus consisted of four independ-
ent variables (product types), three mediating vari-
ables (perceived benefits) and a dependent variable 
(WTP). We first conducted a regression analysis to 
examine the effect of all independent and mediat-
ing variables on WTP. In the regression, we also 
included six control variables (household income, 
gender, age, consumption intensity, importance of 
preservation of natural resources, and importance 
of preservation of traditional resources). The model 
was not significant (F13,140 = 1.713; p = 0.064). There-
fore, we did not proceed to test the mediation ef-
fect but focused on investigating whether perceived 
benefits are influenced by the product type. We 
conducted three additional regressions, each with 
one type of benefits as a dependent variable, four 
independent variables and six control variables.

All three models were significant as Table 8 shows. 
The model with the highest R2 (0.31) was the one for 
emotional benefits, however, in that model, the var-

iance in the dependent variable is entirely explained 
by control variables. Higher consumption intensity 
and higher perceived importance of preservation 
of traditional resources lead to higher emotional 
benefits. The model for functional benefits, al-
though explaining less variance in the dependent 
variable overall (R2 = 0.22) is more interesting as it 
shows the effect of the observed independent vari-
ables. That is, natural (beta = 0.30; p = 0.00) and 
handmade (beta = 0.18; p = 0.06) products are per-
ceived as providing higher functional benefits than 
traditional products. Of the control variables, only 
the consumption intensity was significant. The last 
model, the one for convenience, explained 16% of 
the variance in the dependent variable with hand-
made products (beta = 0.20; p = 0.05) being a sig-
nificant predictor of perceived convenience. Of the 
control variables, only the consumption intensity 
and importance of preservation of traditional re-
sources were significant.
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Table 8 Regressions analyses results 

Functional benefits Emotional benefits Convenience

F10,143 = 4.032; 
p < 0.001

F10,143 = 6.354; 
p < 0.001

F10,143 = 2.618; 
p = 0.006

R2 = 0.22 R2 = 0.31 R2 = 0.16

Independent beta p beta p beta p

Household income -0.07 0.36 -0.09 0.25 -0.07 0.41

Gender 0.04 0.59 0.10 0.17 0.04 0.66

Age 0.06 0.48 0.13 0.09 0.05 0.58

Consumption intensity 0.17 0.03 0.20 0.01 0.25 0.00

Importance of pres. of natu-
ral resources 0.15 0.12 0.14 0.13 -0.13 0.22

Importance of pres. of 
traditional resources 0.16 0.10 0.30 0.00 0.25 0.02

Autochthonous 0.05 0.64 -0.01 0.91 0.12 0.25

Homemade 0.09 0.38 0.01 0.96 0.04 0.67

Handmade 0.18 0.06 0.06 0.52 0.20 0.05

Natural 0.30 0.00 -0.06 0.49 0.14 0.16

Source: Authors

5.	 Discussion and conclusion

Perceived benefits of natural or traditional products 
are generally conceptually divided into two main 
groups: self-interest benefits and altruistic ben-
efits (cf. Pieniak et al., 2009; Umberger et al., 2009). 
Conversely, our findings revealed that consumers 
perceive three major types of benefits (emotional, 
functional and convenience), two of which combine 
self-interest and altruistic benefits. This is an im-
portant paradigm switch and the first contribution 
of our research. That is, consumers do not differ-
entiate between self-interest and altruistic motives. 
We reckon this is because the corporate and general 
social responsibility idea has to date become so in-
corporated in public discourse, that it represents a 
mainstream consumer opinion and a lifestyle driv-
ing value (cf. Angus & Westbrook, 2020). Because 
general research on consumer perceived values 
(e.g., Franzen & Bouwman, 2001) classifies types of 
values into several categories including emotional 
and functional ones; we suggest future research on 
conscious food choices should apply the same ben-
efits conceptualisation rather than focusing on self-
interest vs. altruistic benefits. 

Our results also show that all the studied types of 
products are clearly perceived as providing very 
high emotional benefits to consumers. On the oth-
er hand, although all product types provide pretty 
high functional benefits and convenience, the for-
mer is perceived higher for handmade and natural 
products than for traditional products while the lat-
ter is perceived higher for handmade than for tradi-
tional products. We started prior research analysis 
by thoroughly screening research on natural and 
traditional products and not only did we find am-
ple research on these two types of products, but we 
also found that the research shows that natural (e.g., 
Rozin et al., 2012; Berry et al., 2017) and traditional 
(e.g., Barska & Wojciechowska-Solis, 2018; Van-
honacker et al., 2010; Cerjak et al., 2014; Renko & 
Bucar, 2014) products provide benefits to consum-
ers. Our subsequent research on the handmade, 
homemade, and autochthonous products revealed 
that within the same research parameters (WOS, 
SSCI and SCI, article, English and 2000-2020) we 
could find only a few papers. The revelation of the 
importance of handmade products for consumers 
is thus the second contribution of our research. 
Consequently, we recommend that small produc-
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ers devoted to the preservation of natural and tra-
ditional resources focus their marketing activities 
to produce handmade and natural products and 
clearly communicate these product attributes to 
consumers. Further, because of the lack of research 
on handmade products, due to their appeal for the 
consumers, researchers should focus more atten-
tion on this product type.

Furthermore, our results have shown that consum-
er profile, i.e., the importance of preservation of 
traditional resources determines two types of bene-
fits, while the importance of preservation of natural 
resources does not determine benefits. Previously, 
more attention was given to the latter (e.g., Migliore 
et al., 2020) in determining consumer behaviour to-
wards natural products. Our results suggest more 
attention should be given to the former. Also, since 
attitudes related to the preservation of traditional 
resources are important in determining perceived 
benefits, marketers should put significant efforts 
into selecting and approaching the right consumer 
segments rather than only choosing which product 
type to focus on. 

Finally, our findings are surprising in that there is 
no relationship found between neither product type 
nor perceived benefits with WTP. This is not in line 
with previous research. For example, Umberger et 
al. (2009) found that self-interest and altruistic per-
ceived benefits contribute to WTP when it comes 
to natural products, while Savelli et al. (2019) sug-
gest that traditional products, when managed as ex-
periences, could increase WTP. Our results might 
have been insignificant because we measured WTP 
as open-ended, self-reported estimates, while pre-
vious research used elicitation techniques such 
as discrete choice experiment (e.g., Balogh et al., 
2016; Syrengelas et al., 2018), or contingent valua-
tion elicitation method (e.g., Umberger et al., 2009; 
Migliore et al., 2020), hence, further research is 
needed in that regard. 

6.	Limitations and future research

Our research was conducted among students. We 
included only the senior students as they already 
make conscious food choices, but future research 
should include various demographics. Also, we 
had at least 30 respondents evaluate each product 
type, which is considered a minimum for group 
comparisons, but a bigger sample could improve 
the results. When it comes to the questionnaire, we 
have identified the word “domaći”, that we translate 
as homemade in the paper because of the context it 
was mentioned in during the focus groups. How-
ever, when the questionnaire was distributed to the 
respondents in the Croatian language, they might 
have understood “domaći” as “domestic (Croatian)” 
because in Croatian “domaći” has both meanings. 
Future research should be careful about this as well. 
Finally, besides more commonly used functional 
and emotional dimensions of the benefits, our anal-
ysis also yielded the third dimension, convenience. 
Although its Cronbach alpha was above the critical 
value, it was at the lower limit and only three items 
loaded on it, including the one that cross-loaded. 
Future research should give more attention to vali-
dating this dimension and examining its role in the 
context of conscious food choices. 

Finally, apart from overcoming the limitations of 
the current research, it would be interesting to ex-
plore how the studied five product types are under-
stood by the consumers, what are their points of 
parity and points of difference as observed by the 
consumers and whether different purchasing out-
lets play a difference in that sense. 
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