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Introduction  
Sustainability has become a crucial aspect across industries, driven by urgent environmental, social, 
and economic challenges. Particularly, the Food & Beverage sector plays a fundamental global role 
due to its direct impact on natural resources, supply chain ethics, and consumer well-being. The 
United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), adopted in 2015 as part of the 2030 Agenda 
for sustainable development, highlight the critical role of sustainable consumption and production 
(Goal 12). The Food and Agriculture Organization report in 2023 indicated that the Food & Beverage 
industry accounted for nearly one-third of global greenhouse gas emissions and 72% of global 
freshwater withdrawals. Additionally, about 13% of food produced globally is lost post-harvest, while 
an additional 17% is wasted at the consumer level, indicating a total food waste of 30% of total food 
production (FAO, 2023). 

Consumers are increasingly conscious of the environmental and socio-economic implications of their 
purchasing choices. The demand for greater business transparency and authenticity is compelling. As 
a response, companies are incorporating sustainability into their strategies to meet stakeholder 
expectations and regulatory requirements. Recent regulatory frameworks such as the European Green 
Deal, the Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD), and the Sustainable Finance 
Disclosure Regulation (SFDR) have established stringent requirements for companies operating in 
the EU (European Commission, 2022). At the international level, frameworks such as the Paris 
Agreement in 2015 and the OECD Due Diligence Guidance for Responsible Business Conduct in 
2018 have set strict global sustainability standards. 

Remarkably, the coffee and wine industries face a complex sustainability scenario due to their deep 
environmental and socio-economic footprints. Climate change threatens the long-term viability of the 
coffee sector, rendering some coffee-growing regions no longer suitable (30-50% by 2050) and 
enhancing coffee pests and diseases. Coffee production is associated with deforestation, water 
consumption, and carbon emissions, alongside struggling living conditions and poverty of small-
holder farmers (Coffee Barometer, 2023; Grüter et al., 2022). Similarly, the wine industry faces 
sustainability challenges related to climate change, vineyard management, and production processes, 
which require companies to balance environmental responsibility with product quality and market 
competitiveness (Pickering, 2023).  

In both industries, sustainability communication is critical to shaping consumer perceptions and 
behaviors and influencing their decision-making processes. However, firms often fail to communicate 
their sustainability commitment, with consumers attributing heterogeneous and wrong interpretations 
depending on internal and external stimuli. The lack of consistency in sustainable coffee and wine 
definitions further complicates consumers’ understanding. Digital transformation has widely 
extended sustainability communication coverage. Digital platforms—ranging from social media to 
corporate websites—serve as primary channels for green advertising and disseminating 
sustainability-related messages. However, greenwashing - the practice of making misleading claims 
about environmental benefits - has also increased across companies, resulting in consumers’ 
skepticism. Moreover, the complexity of sustainability claims, the proliferation of eco-labels, and the 
lack of standardized certifications often lead to consumer confusion. These communication issues 
may ultimately negatively affect sustainable product purchasing, creating barriers to responsible 
consumption. 



From the consumer perspective, there is limited understanding of how consumers perceive and 
interact with sustainability messages in digital environments, shaping purchasing decisions. 
Literature gaps highlight the need for further research to develop effective sustainability 
communication strategies that engage consumers, build trust, and support informed decision-making. 
Despite the increasing demand for sustainable products, the sustainable coffee and wine markets 
remain indeed niche.  

In this complex environment, the thesis aims to explore the role of communication – with a focus on 
digital environments – for value co-creation between companies and consumers. The main objective 
is to examine sustainability communication dynamics in the Food & Beverage sector, emphasizing 
the role of consumer perceptions, values, knowledge, and practices in shaping sustainable 
consumption choices. On the other side, the research intends to examine the effectiveness of corporate 
sustainability communication strategies in balancing sustainability and other brand attributes. 
Specifically, the main research questions regarding the coffee and wine industries are the following: 

- How do consumers engage with sustainability communication in digital environments?  
What are the most discussed topics? 

- What are consumers' main challenges in evaluating and interpreting sustainability messages 
and claims? 

- How do corporate sustainability communication strategies influence consumer decision-
making? What are the consequences on the consumer–brand relationship?  

The dissertation includes three studies devoted to coffee and wine, adopting qualitative and 
quantitative methods. This approach allows for an in-depth exploration of consumer perspectives and 
sustainability communication. Data collection and analysis were conducted using specific software 
(Google Moduli, Excel, Atlas.ti, R). 

The thesis is structured in two main sections: the first includes two papers regarding sustainable 
coffee, and the second proposes a paper about sustainable wine.  

The first paper employs a netnographic approach to analyze how coffee consumers engage with 
sustainability-related content in an online community of practice, revealing insights into their pre-
purchase behaviors and decision-making challenges. 

The second paper applies a comparative analysis of high-luxury coffee brands, assessing how 
sustainability and luxury dimensions are communicated online to consumers. This study was 
published in 2024 as a book chapter. 

The third paper presents an empirical study investigating consumer confusion in the sustainable wine 
purchasing process. Using a survey-based quantitative approach, it explores the role of information 
overload, ambiguity, and similarity in shaping purchasing behavior. 
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Section 1: Sustainability communication in the coffee sector from the perspectives of 

consumers and companies 

Paper 1: 

Consumers' Decision-Making Process about Sustainable Coffee. 

 A Netnographic Research on an Online Community of Practice 

 

Abstract 

The coffee sector is facing significant environmental and social sustainability challenges, leading to 

decreasing production. Simultaneously, coffee consumption is increasing, as well as consumer sensitivity 

for sustainable purchase and consumption. The study aims to explore knowledge and practices discussed 

by consumers in the pre-purchase phase for sustainable coffee.	A netnographic study was conducted on 

an online coffee forum identified as a community of practice. Internal (e.g., green skepticism, 

sustainability awareness) and external stimuli (e.g., cultural differences, peer influence) emerge as 

pivotal in shaping consumer decision-making. Sustainable purchase is framed as a mechanism aligning 

self-construals (independent or interdependent) with personal or collective goals. Green skepticism 

moderates this alignment by reducing trust in sustainability claims, while feedback loops mediate it 

through peer validation and shared experiences. Findings emphasize trust-building and community 

engagement in fostering sustainable choices. Managerial implications advocate for transparent 

communication strategies, while theoretical contributions enhance understanding of construal-goal fit in 

sustainable consumer behavior.  

Keywords: Sustainable Coffee; Pre-purchase; Netnography; Community of Practice; Decision-
making process  

Introduction 

Coffee is one of the world’s most traded commodities and consumed beverages (Food and Agriculture 
Organization of the United Nations [FAO], 2022). By 2030, the global coffee market is projected to reach 
a value of $174.25 billion, with a compound annual growth rate (CAGR) of approximately 4.72% from 
2025 to 2030 (Mordor Intelligence, 2025; ICO, 2024). Coffee is a lucrative business and has achieved 
remarkable success in terms of consumption. Around 2.25 billion cups of coffee are globally consumed 
every day, reflecting a continued rise in demand (WorldMetrics, 2024). Global coffee production 
increased from 8.5 million tonnes in 2008 to 10.7 million in 2020. However, coffee production is 



2 
 

undergoing a declining trend, with a 1.4 % decrease in 2023. Therefore, due to rising consumption, the 
market is facing a supply deficit, mainly caused by climate change and higher production costs (USDA, 
2024). The coffee sector is indeed facing environmental sustainability challenges related to climate 
change and relevant socio-economic sustainability issues regarding labor exploitation and poor living 
conditions of small-holder farmers (Bager & Lambin, 2020; Bermudez et al., 2022; Samper & Quiñones-
Ruiz, 2017). At the same time, consumers are becoming increasingly sensitive to sustainability aspects, 
even in product evaluation, including coffee (Bartoloni et al., 2022; Maciejewski et al., 2019; Robichaud 
& Yu, 2022; Samoggia & Riedel, 2018; Van Loo et al., 2015). 
To date, the notion of sustainable coffee does not seem to have a precise definition shared by all 
stakeholders. Generally, sustainable coffee results from practices across the entire value chain that 
minimize impacts on the environment and society, safeguarding future generations (Rice & McLean, 
1999). However, since no single definition exists, consumers may attach different meanings to 
sustainable coffee (Grunert et al., 2014; Schmuck et al., 2018).  

Consumers discuss these topics in their online interaction spaces, sharing stories, images, experiences, 
habits, practices, and solutions to recurrent problems. Among these spaces, social sciences literature 
recognizes a specific meaning to the Communities of Practice (CoP), defined as “groups of people who 
share a concern or a passion for something they do and learn how to do it better as they interact regularly” 
(Wenger-Trayner et al., 2015, p. 2). From a managerial point of view, customer knowledge and co-
creation can nowadays be considered among the most important enhancers of a firm's competitive 
performance (Taghizadeh et al., 2018; Scandelius & Cohen, 2016). In this perspective, CoPs become 
interesting fields of observation to analyze consumer knowledge sharing and sustainable coffee 
consumption practices.  

This research, through the lens of CoP theory (Lave & Wenger, 1991), aims to explore knowledge and 
practice shared by consumers in an online CoP in relation to sustainable coffee. Specifically, from a 
consumer marketing perspective, relevant content is analyzed at different stages of the purchasing 
decision process, in particular, pre-purchase, purchase-consumption, and post-purchase stages (Kotler et 
al., 2014).  

Under these premises, the main research questions are the following: 

- What relevant content and practices are shared about the pre-purchase phase of sustainable 
coffee? 

Particularly: 
- What relevant content and practices are shared about the problem recognition phase? 
- What relevant content and practices are shared about the information search phase? 
- What relevant content and practices are shared about the evaluation of alternatives phase? 

 
From the methodological perspective, netnography (Kozinets, 2002) appears to be an appropriate 
method, to analyze shared knowledge and practice about sustainable coffee by consumers in online CoPs 
(Breu & Hemingway, 2002; Koliba & Gajda,  2009; Pyrko et al., 2017). Data were collected by selecting 
an online coffee forum that meets the criteria of the CoPs (Hara et al., 2009; Sharratt & Usoro, 2003; 
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Zhang & Watts, 2008). Once the most interesting conversations about sustainable coffee were identified, 
classification and coding were carried out using Atlas.ti9 software. A thematic analysis was carried out 
using an integrative inductive/deductive interpretative approach (Gioia et al., 2013; Hollebeek et al., 
2017).  
 
After an introductive discourse, the research context situates the study within the challenges and 
opportunities facing the sustainable coffee sector, highlighting its relevance in addressing pressing 
environmental and social issues. The theoretical framework explores the existing literature on 
sustainable consumption, focusing on key decision-making theories and their application to the 
sustainable coffee sector. Materials and methods section presents the research design, emphasizing the 
use of netnography as a qualitative approach to analyze online forums as communities of practice. It 
details the data collection and thematic analysis strategies that enable in-depth insights into consumer 
behaviors. Results of thematic analysis are presented in three subsections representing the problem 
recognition, information search, and evaluation of alternatives phases. In the discussion, a conceptual 
framework has been developed, emphasizing key relationships and contributions to understanding 
sustainable coffee purchase. Finally, the conclusive part summarizes the main insights, propose 
actionable managerial implications, outline theoretical contributions, and identify limitations and future 
research directions. 
 
Research context: the sustainable coffee sector 

Today, coffee is becoming a highly sophisticated product, with a wide range of varieties and flavors on 
the market to meet consumer expectations and consumption trends. Multinational market-leading 
companies provide various coffee products, including traditional roast and ground coffee, single-serve 
options, espresso beans, and instant coffee. Arabica and Robusta are the two main coffee species that 
dominate the market. Arabica historically holds higher quality than Robusta (International Coffee 
Organization, 2021, p. 9). The COVID-19 pandemic has been particularly challenging for the coffee 
sector. Nevertheless, supply and demand remained high as companies over-purchased coffee, and final 
consumers shifted their consumption patterns to online shopping and at-home coffee consumption 
options (Mordor Intelligence, 2021).  

However, this large volume of coffee production and consumption hides an unsustainable production 
model. Due to its nature as a bulk commodity, coffee fuels a constant rivalry for companies to acquire it 
at the lowest price. Roasters usually enjoy the highest gross profit margins in the coffee chain. The 
concept of a sustainable coffee sector is indeed an illusion when considering the multifaceted challenges 
faced in coffee-producing countries (Coffee Barometer, 2023). Globally, there are around 12.5 million 
coffee farms, and coffee producers are mainly smallholder farmers, responsible for around 80% of global 
coffee production. Brazil, Vietnam, and Colombia have the highest production and exports (Fairtrade 
Foundation, 2022; Panhuysen & Pierrot, 2020). The fluctuating global coffee market, influenced by 
climate change and price volatility, impacts small-scale farmers significantly. Many coffee farming 
families experience persistent poverty and precarious living conditions. Falling incomes due to poor 
prices and higher production costs caused by COVID-19 have led to higher poverty rates. Farmers 
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also lack the experience and knowledge to manage these financial issues (Baptista & Jenkins, 2017, p. 
32). For these reasons, farmers struggle to invest in sustainable practices (International Coffee 
Organization, 2020, p. 14). 
From the environmental sustainability perspective, climate change threatens the long-term viability of 
the coffee sector, rendering some coffee-growing regions no longer suitable (30-50% by 2050) and 
enhancing coffee pests and diseases (Grüter et al., 2022). Coffee farmers have to face less predictable 
growing conditions and extreme climatic events. Consequently, they are trying to adopt different 
measures, such as moving production to areas with more suitable climates and switching to more climate-
resilient species (such as Robusta). Other interventions include sustainable farming practices, like shade-
grown coffee, mulching, agroforestry, and regenerative agriculture (Pham et al., 2019). The expansion 
of coffee farming also poses a high risk to forested and protected areas. 
 
Coffee produced in compliance with Voluntary Sustainability Standards (VSSs) offers opportunities to 
improve the sustainability and resilience of the sector. Complying with a VSS requires farmers to adopt 
more sustainable farming practices, and in exchange, they can label and sell products as VSS-compliant. 
In this way, producers may get higher prices and premiums for their coffee and establish stronger links 
with buyers (Bermudez et al., 2022). The main VSSs in the coffee sector are 4Cs, UTZ certified, 
Fairtrade International, Rainforest Alliance, and Organic. Corporate sustainability initiatives also refer 
to sustainable coffee production programs created by private companies such as 
Starbucks’ C.A.F.E. Practices or Nestlé’s Nespresso AAA. Coffee that complies with VSSs reached 
21% to 45.4% of total production in 2019, with a CAGR of 13% to 19% between 2008 and 2019 (FAO, 
2022a). The VSS-compliant coffee viability is threatened by insufficient consumer demand compared to 
the increasing supply (Centre for the Promotion of Imports from Developing Countries, 2021; However, 
Bermudez et al. (2022) predict that VSS-compliant production will rebound to almost 2 million tonnes 
by 2025 as the demand and preferences of consumers for sustainable coffee are growing. Moreover, since 
the coffee market price is influenced by coffee type, origin, and quality, farmers may sell it at a higher 
price if they grow specialty coffee1 (Lerner et al., 2021; Lordemann et al., 2021).   
Governance, organizations, companies, and large roasters have also established support programs for 
farmers (Grabs, 2018). The upcoming EU regulations on corporate sustainability due diligence, corporate 
sustainability reporting, and deforestation will significantly influence coffee production and consumption 
trends (Panhuysen & Pierrot, 2020, p. 56; Rainforest Alliance, 2021a). EU's Green Deal proposal also 
aim to ensure responsible supply chains. The goal is to find a “smart mix” of voluntary and mandatory 
instruments that promote development and ensure the well-being of coffee producers and their 
communities.  

Literature review 

This section explores the evolving dynamics of sustainable coffee consumption, emphasized by 
consumer behaviors shift towards sustainability, shaped by growing awareness of environmental and 
social issues. The review also highlights the theoretical frameworks employed to understand these 

 
1 high-quality coffees with cupping scores exceeding 80 points, according to the Specialty Coffee Association Q-
grading 
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behaviors, ranging from traditional cognitive models to emerging socio-cultural approaches. Special 
attention is given to the interplay between consumer preferences, sustainability attributes, and the ethical 
decision-making process, providing a foundation for analyzing sustainable coffee purchasing through 
Kotler's five-stage model. 

Sustainable coffee consumption 

The coffee industry had witnessed significant changes in consumer behaviors over the past two decades 
(Bartoloni et al., 2021). The two major trends regard the development of the global specialty coffee 
market and the increasing importance of sustainability issues. Consumer preference for more sustainable 
coffee consumption options has strengthened, particularly in traditional markets (Centre for the 
Promotion of Imports from developing countries, 2021). The concept of sustainable consumption was 
defined at the Oslo Symposium on Sustainable Consumption in 1994 as “the use of goods and services 
that respond to basic needs and bring a better quality of life, while minimizing the use of natural 
resources, toxic materials and emissions of waste and pollutants over the life cycle, so as not to jeopardize 
the needs of future generations”. In a circularity perspective, Reike et al. (2018) conceptualize sustainable 
consumption through the 3R-imperatives of “reduce, reuse, recycle". Sustainable consumption, though, 
involves rethinking purchase behavior by choosing environmentally friendly brands or sustainable 
products, substituting quantity for quality. Sustainable products are defined by Phipps et al. (2013) as 
"products with positive social and environmental attributes" (p. 19). Rice and McLean (1999) proposed 
a conceptualization of sustainable coffee “as an approach that addresses the major ecological, economic, 
and social impacts of coffee production and trade, seeking to reduce harmful ‘externalities’ while 
enhancing long-term benefits for people and the environment” (p. 41). Sustainable attributes are mostly 
communicated to consumers through product labels addressing different dimensions of sustainability. In 
the case of no-labeled products, sustainability attributes are usually communicated through product 
packaging, point-of-purchase information, narrative claims, public relations, advertising, media 
coverage, or corporate websites (Janssen & Langen, 2017). 

A Global Data consumer survey in 2020 found that the consumption patterns of 43% of all coffee drinkers 
are influenced by “ethical, environmentally friendly, or socially responsible coffee options”. VSS-
compliant coffee consumption is rising, especially in traditional markets, driven by consumer preferences 
for sustainability (Bermudez et al., 2022). Consumers' awareness of environmental and social issues has 
increased, pushing them to change their habitual purchase behaviors and values. Coffee is no longer 
perceived as a commodity but as a specialty product incorporating many characteristics. This 
transformation can be summarized in three stages, the so-called “three waves of coffee” consumption. 
(Fischer, 2021, p.115). Consumers are increasingly demanding more sustainable practices in the coffee 
market, such as fair-trade coffee, ethical sourcing, and energy and waste minimization (Santos et al., 202; 
Samoggia & Riedel, 2018). In line with this change in consumer preferences, the literature reveals the 
emergence of connoisseur consumers (CCs) as coffee experts who perceive consumption as a form of 
hedonism and symbolism, through which they build their identity and status (Bourdieu, 1984; Holt, 1995; 
Samoggia & Riedel, 2018). CCs appear more sensitive towards sustainability, paying more attention to 
the provenience, quality, and ethical attributes of goods. On the contrary, mainstream consumers tend to 
consider consumption as a way to satisfy utilitarian needs (Kumar & Smith, 2018; Santos et al., 2021). 
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Maciejevski et al. (2019) conducted a survey about the environmental awareness of Polish citizens. The 
authors identified six segments of coffee consumers: "responsible, aspiring to be connoisseurs", "loyal 
coffee enthusiasts", "pragmatic users", "coffee laypersons", "sophisticated connoisseurs", and 
"consumerists, connoisseurs, but not at any price." The most frequent segment referred to "responsible, 
aspiring to be connoisseurs", indicating a broad group of environmental awareness consumers, aspiring 
to acquire more sustainability knowledge and adopt responsible behavior. The SCELTA 2 project 
(Acampora & Pratesi, 2023) estimated the "circularity" level of Italian consumers. The authors conducted 
a cluster analysis based on some relevant variables concerning consumer actions toward a circular 
economy. The analysis revealed four main groups of consumers: circular by excellence (22%), circular 
in progress (38.4%), circular by necessity (20%), and lazy and indifferent (19%). The first two clusters 
express responsible behavior during the whole product life cycle, from purchase to end-of-life. On the 
other hand, the last two clusters exhibit moderate sustainable behavior during use and end-of-life stages, 
but significantly lacks in responsible behavior in the purchasing decisions. The “behavioral-attitude gap” 
remains thus one of the most unresolved and problematic issues in sustainable consumption. Even if 
consumers are increasingly concerned with environmental and social aspects, they rarely transform their 
intentions into green purchasing behavior (Blake, 1999; Young et al., 2010).  

Theoretical approaches in the sustainable consumer decision-making process 

Perspectives on individual decision-making can be divided into three processes: cognitive, affective, and 
habitual (Solomon, 1994). The cognitive decision-making process involves consumers passing through 
sequential stages. Affective decision-making emphasizes that purchase decisions are influenced 
primarily by emotions, such as joy or nostalgia, rather than rational evaluation. Habitual decision-
making occurs when consumers make choices with minimal conscious effort, often relying on routines 
or habits (Solomon, 1994). Various theoretical approaches have been employed in the literature to model 
and understand the ethical and sustainable consumer decision-making process. Several studies examined 
the role of sustainability in influencing consumer preferences and driving purchase decisions, with mixed 
results (Auger et al., 2010; Carrington et al., 2010; Irwin & Naylor, 2009; Loose & Remaud, 2013). 

The sustainable decision-making literature has traditionally focused on rational or cognitive perspectives 
(Yacout & Vitell, 2018). The review of Bangsa et al. (2020) points out that most research has employed 
cognitive consumer decision-making processes, while habitual and affective decision-making processes 
remain underexplored. Key frameworks include the Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB), Value-Attitude-
Behavior (VAB) model, and Value-Belief-Norm (VBN) theory. These models were often modified to 
incorporate additional factors like environmental concern, consumer knowledge, and product-specific 
attributes. Comprehensive frameworks such as the Comprehensive Action Determination Model 
(CADM) integrate psychological and external environmental factors to better explain consumer green 
purchase behavior. Cognitive models assume that consumers identify a problem linked to a clear need or 
desire and voluntarily apply cognitive effort through a multi-step process that ends with selecting one 
product among various alternatives (Devinney et al., 2010). These approaches privilege linear 
relationships between attitudes and behavioral choice, with relationships moderated by external factors 
and situational variables (Devinney et al., 2010). Factors such as context, habits, routines, and personal 
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skills are treated as external causal variables (Shove, 2012). Sustainability is generally framed as an 
individual responsibility and choice behaviors are driven by values, beliefs, and attitudes (Bangsa et al., 
2020). The most analyzed variables in current literature listed by Bangsa et al (2020) are showed in Table 
1. Traditional decision-making models often yield inconsistent answers due to social desirability bias, 
where respondents overreport sustainable behaviors to align with perceived social norms (Shove, 2012; 
Devinney et al., 2010; Rokka & Uusitalo, 2008). The persistent attitude-behavior gap in sustainable 
purchasing behaviors shows the inefficiency of attitude and value-based behavioral models in explaining 
this phenomenon (Devinney et al., 2010). These static models face significant limitations in 
understanding how consumers integrate sustainability into their purchase and consumption processes and 
overlook the broader and dynamic socio-cultural contexts in which behaviors occur (Pereira et al., 2021).  

Choices are often influenced by routines or impulsive emotional responses to specific contexts 
(Solomon, 1994). In such cases, consumers may rely on mental shortcuts or heuristics to simplify 
complex decisions, especially when faced with information overload or time constraints (Kahneman & 
Tversky, 1984; Kotler, 2019). For instance, consumers might prioritize recognizable eco-labels or 
certifications as signals of sustainability without deeply analyzing their actual meaning. These tendencies 
highlight the limitations of purely rational models in explaining sustainable consumer behavior, 
particularly in scenarios where unconscious or adaptive decision-making prevails.  
To address these complexities, scholars have increasingly advocated for new methodological 
approaches to study sustainable consumption. Using reciprocal determinism, Social Cognitive Theory 
(SCT) show how feedback loops between actions, attitudes, and environmental contexts shape behavior. 
SCT emphasizes that behavior is both an outcome and driver of sustainability. Non-rational models 
explore the behavioral drivers of decision-making, multi-attribute choice models provide tools to 
quantify consumer preferences in real-world scenarios. These models often employ choice 
experiments and conjoint analyses to simulate realistic trade-offs between product attributes, such as 
price, sustainability certifications, and quality (Rokka & Uusitalo, 2008; Momberg et al., 2012; Loose & 
Remaud, 2013). By focusing on how consumers weigh competing product characteristics, multi-attribute 
models offer a nuanced understanding of preferences and allow researchers to capture the relative 
importance of different sustainability features. Social Practice Theories (SPT) offer an alternative and 
promising approach by conceptualizing behaviors as practices—patterns of actions embedded within 
larger socio-cultural systems (Giddens, 1984). Unlike models that focus solely on individual attitudes or 
choices, SPT emphasizes sustainability as a collective and routinized behavior shaped by shared norms, 
social structures, and cultural dynamics. This perspective provides valuable insights into how 
sustainability becomes seamlessly integrated into everyday routines, such as habitual coffee consumption 
(Warde, 2005; Shove et al., 2012). By shifting the focus from individual decision-making to the socio-
cultural embedding of practices, SPT addresses key limitations of traditional attitudinal models. For 
instance, it helps to explain how sustainable behaviors persist over time as part of a collective lifestyle 
rather than relying solely on individual motivations or knowledge. This approach is particularly relevant 
for studying consumption patterns where habitual and social influences play a significant role. 

Table 1. Frequency of dependent variables used in research on sustainable decision-making process  
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Source: Bangsa et al., (2020) 

The coffee consumer sustainable decision-making process   

Psychological processes are crucial to understanding how consumers effectively make their buying 
decisions. Modern companies try to fully understand the customers' buying decision process, which 
includes all their experiences in learning, choosing, using, and even disposing of a 
product. Environmental citizenship behavior mainly regards three stages: the pre-purchase phase, the 
purchase-use phase, and the end-of-life phase of a product (Acampora & Pratesi, 2023). One of the most 
accredited models in marketing research about the consumer buying decision process is the ‘five stage 
model' of Kotler (1967), as presented in Figure 1. The consumer can pass through five stages: problem 
recognition, information search, evaluation of alternatives, purchase decision, and post-purchase 
behavior. The buying process starts long before the actual purchase and has long-term consequences. 
Consumers do not always experience all five stages when buying a product. They may skip or reverse 
some steps. This situation usually happens when purchasing commodities because the consumer passes 
directly from the need to the purchase, skipping information search and evaluation. The entire process 
typically occurs when the consumer faces a highly involving purchase (Kotler, 2019). In the case of 
coffee, given the evolution of its conception from commodity to specialty product, it now involves a 
more elaborated buying process. 

Researchers are increasingly investigating the relevance of sustainable product attributes through each 
stage of the decision-making and purchase process, with mixed evidence. Some studies show that 
consumers consider sustainability attributes as important drivers in purchasing products like functional 
drinks (Rokka & Uusitalo, 2008; Simpson & Radford, 2014), buildings (Luo et al., 2017), automobiles 
(de Medeiros & Ribeiro, 2017), batteries and athletics shoes (Auger et al., 2010). Conversely, there is 
evidence that consumers do not prioritize sustainability attributes as purchasing criteria (e.g., Momberg 
et al., 2012; Van Loo et al., 2015). For these reasons, many companies prioritize customary product 
characteristics, such as price (Sonnenberg et al., 2014a), brand (Sonnenberg et al., 2014b), taste or flavor 
(Van Loo et al., 2015; Maehle et al., 2015), aesthetics (Momberg et al., 2012), and functionality 
(Momberg et al., 2012). Several researchers investigated consumer choices and preferences for 
sustainable products and services in various sectors. For instance, many studies concern fashion (Jung et 
al., 2016; Song & Ko, 2017), and construction (Luo et al., 2017) sectors. Food and beverage sectors 
account for 42% of the studies, including coffee (Bangsa et al., 2022). Results suggest that consumers' 
sustainable product choices are highly context dependent.  

Literature review studies in the context of sustainable purchase and consumption (Bangsa et al., 2020) 
emphasized that environmental sustainability dominates current research, while social sustainability is 
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underexplored. Both studies highlight the need for a multi-dimensional approach to sustainable 
consumption, addressing the environmental, social, and economic aspects cohesively. Marcon et al. 
(2022) systematically reviewed 82 studies focusing on green product attributes and their impact on 
consumer behavior. Authors grouped green product attributes across three product lifecycle management 
(PLM) phases: production, use, and end-of-life. This paper highlights the importance of lifecycle stages 
in shaping consumer perceptions. For these reasons, this paper will analyze consumer sustainable 
decision-making and consumption processes about coffee by exploiting Kotler’s five stage model. 
Particularly, the analysis will focus on the pre-purchase phase, including problem recognition, 
information search and evaluation of alternatives stages.  

 

 

Figure 1. Five-stage model of the consumer buying process (Kotler, 2019) 

Matherials and methods 

This study employs qualitative research through netnographic approach to explore sustainable coffee 
consumption by analyzing narratives shared in an international online coffee forum. This forum can be 
considered an online Community of Practice (CoP), where users voluntarily share insights, fostering 
knowledge exchange. Relevant discussions from the forum were collected, coded, and analyzed revealing 
emergent themes in this field. A thematic analysis was employed by combining ex-ante and ex-post 
codes. Ex-ante categories stem form the literature, and represent the first three stages of the decision 
making process model: problem recognition, information search and evaluation of alternatives 

 

Netnographic approach 

A critical issue in capturing data from customer experiences and translating them into valuable 
knowledge is that these data are deeply embedded in individuals and are rarely openly stated. Thus, 
formalizing these data proves challenging (Carù & Cova, 2007). Traditionally, customer knowledge has 
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been studied through research methods such as focus groups, interviews, and experiments (Gentile et al., 
2007). Nonetheless, these approaches have been questioned because they include respondent inhibition 
(Elliott & Jankel-Elliot, 2003; Izogo & Jayawardhena, 2018). Recently, big data analytics-based 
approaches have provided customer insights for customer experience management. Text mining 
technologies offer a potential tool for extracting and managing customer knowledge (del Vecchio et al., 
2020; Roberts et al., 2016; Usai et al., 2018). However, data collected through mechanical algorithms 
struggle to capture experiential knowledge's profound, subjective, and hedonic aspects (Thompson, 2019; 
Reid & Duffy, 2018; He et al., 2017; Said et al., 2015; del Vecchio et al., 2020). Such data analytics are 
often found to be of low reliability (Ransbotham et al., 2015). Conversely, different qualitative 
approaches, such as netnography, provide critical insight by analyzing consumer experiences in a more 
nuanced and empathetic way. Netnography can be used in different academic fields to analyze people's 
personal narratives, interaction styles, and innovative forms of collaboration (Kozinets, 2015). This 
qualitative methodology can help researchers understand people's online rules, practices, and rituals, 
enabling a deeper understanding of customer knowledge (del Vecchio et al., 2020; Cayla & Arnould, 
2014). Customers' experience knowledge is tacit and, therefore, difficult to formalize and share (Polanyi, 
1966). It is necessary to activate externalization processes through social interaction to make consumer 
experience knowledge explicit to capture consumer insights (Nonaka, 1994; He et al., 2017). Dholakia 
and Zhang (2004) highlighted the temporal and spatial flexibility of netnographic research. Time and 
spatial flexibility refer to the possibility of analyzing asynchronous communication and accessing data 
about people worldwide at any time. Netnography performs interpretive cultural analysis of narratives 
shared in online media through text, audio, video, or images (Kozinets, 2020; del Vecchio et al., 2020). 
For these reasons, this research adopts a netnographic approach to deeply understand consumers' 
sustainable coffee consumption habits, experiences, stories, and opinions shared in the online coffee 
forum. Considering the recent evolution of coffee from a utilitarian to a multisensory and hedonic good, 
this product may provide valuable insights into experiential consumption (Pascucci, 2018). 

Communities of practice in the context of sustainable coffee consumption  

Carù and Cova (2008) argue that Web 2.0 platforms represent the ideal environment where consumers 
externalize their experiences through storytelling. Consumer-driven platforms (Hofacker & Malthouse, 
2016), such as online communities, are considered suitable sources for tacit knowledge acquisition. 
These online environments are not indeed designed and run by companies to obtain explicit or technical 
knowledge (e.g., "My Starbucks Idea" in Chua and Banerjee, 2013). These platforms provide unsolicited 
and non-intrusive data from spontaneous interaction between highly engaged consumers (Kozinets, 
2020). In this context, Communities of Practice (CoPs), conceptualized by Wenger et al. (1991), play a 
crucial role in creating and disseminating knowledge and practices across various fields. These 
communities "are formed by people who engage in collective learning in a shared domain of human 
endeavor" (Wenger-Trayner, E. & Wenger-Trayner, B., 2015, p. 1). The three crucial characteristics that 
distinguish CoPs are a shared identifying domain, members' engagement in joint activities and 
discussions, and a shared repertoire of resources and practices (Wenger-Trayner, E. & Wenger-Trayner, 
B., 2015). Within this shared domain of interest, individuals engage in collective learning to enhance 
their skills and knowledge. The core process within CoPs is the spontaneous exchange of knowledge, 
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fostering learning and developing shared practices (Wenger, 1998). The advent of the digital age has 
transformed traditional face-to-face CoPs into online platforms, leading to the emergence of online CoPs. 
Despite this shift, the fundamental principle of organic knowledge exchange remains unchanged. Recent 
evolutions include organizations-led CoPs, but the authenticity and effectiveness of a CoP requires 
members’ voluntary participation and genuine engagement. The literature highlights that online 
communities, such as online forums, can function as authentic CoPs, facilitating knowledge creation and 
sharing processes (Zhang & Watts, 2008; Ardichvili et al., 2003; Wenger et al., 2002). 

Data collection and analysis 

After reviewing literature and coffee experts' blogs, a set of suitable online coffee forums have been 
identified (Quintao, 2017; Kozinets, 2020; FeedSpot, 2024). Purposive sampling (Belk et al., 1988) 
followed Kozinets' criteria, adapting them to the research scope (Kozinets, 2002). At the end of the 
selection process, the most relevant online coffee forum was "Coffeeforums.com" - A community for 
coffee lovers (Figure 2). First, this forum includes sustainability-related content. Community members 
share opinions and experiences about coffee sustainable consumptions. Forum threads cover various 
aspects of coffee consumption and are organized in sub-forums that address some needs, face a particular 
argument, or reflect a specific point of view. The community indeed includes both the perspectives of 
consumers and professionals. This international forum hosts an intense "traffic" of users; specifically, as 
of 31/05/24, it counted 39884 users, with a total of 19749 threads and 106479 messages. 

 

 
 

Figure 2. Coffee forum Logo. Source: www.coffeeforums.com 

For this reason, proper conversations were selected by considering only the section 'Coffee Addicts,' 
which includes general coffee talks among consumers (table N). Conversely, sub-forums such as 'Coffee 
industry' and 'Business to Business B2B' were excluded. Members are classified by their virtual presence 
and activity in the forum, ranging from 'New member’ to ‘Well-known member’, and including also 
Moderators and Administrators (Table 2). 

 

Table 2. Coffee forum main sections and conversations (subsections) 

“Coffeeforums.com” main sections Conversations (subsections) 

  Coffee Classifieds • Buy, Sell and Trade 
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  Information 

• Announcements 
• Site Polls 
• Introductions 

 Coffee Addicts 

• Coffee Table 
• Coffee Beans & Espresso Beans 
• Coffee Drinks 
• Coffee and Espresso Machines 
• Coffee shops, Espresso Bars & 

Cafes 
• Coffee Reviews 
• Caffeine Health 

 Coffee Industry 

• Coffee Industry Forum 
• Coffee Roasters 
• Coffee Websites 
• Latte Art 

  Community Board 
• Business to Business B2B 
• Deals and Specials 

Support • Technical Support 

Source: Personal elaboration on data sourced from the coffee forum website 

Coffee forums members are grouped into categories, based on the amount and relevance of interactions 
within the forum. Specifically, the ranking criteria are the “number of messages”, the “highest reaction 
score” and “most points”. Categories of members include: “Super Moderator – Staff Member”; “Well-
known Member”; “Active Member”; “Member”; “New Member”.   

On the home page of the online forum, there is a welcome message for users: "Welcome to 
CoffeeForums.com - The largest Coffee Lovers Community on the Internet. Our community contains 
discussion forums that cover any Coffee related topic you could want." This message suggests that the 
forum is open to anyone interested in coffee, whatever that might be. The community is heterogeneous 
and comprises new and well-known members as well as active and passive in the forum, giving rise to 
specific categories, as seen in the table above. For example, the first three 'notable members' number of 
published messages in the forum ranged from 1842 to 5227 and obtained high reaction scores. Many 
conversations include over 20 comments, revealing different opinions and entailing rich and in-depth 
descriptions of users' stories. This ranking is intended to reward the most active users and stimulate other 
members to get involved. It is clear that forum members are united by a shared interest, which is coffee, 
regardless of their level of knowledge and product expertise. The wide range of topics covered in the 
different sub-forums and internal discussions proves that community members share a rich repertory of 
opinions, preferences, personal experiences, and coffee-related stories. The conversations in the sub-
forum chosen for the research, i.e. Coffee Addicts, contain various types of interactions among 
consumers, usually starting with one member asking other users for an opinion on a topic, advice on 
buying a specific type of coffee or a coffee-related utensil (coffee machines, etc.), help in solving a 
problem, or simply telling a personal story linked to coffee. Thus, since all three criteria defining 
Communities of Practice are fulfilled (Wenger-Trayner, E. & Wenger-Trayner, B., 2015), we can 
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consider the forum “Coffeeforums.com” an online Community of Practice. The relevant conversations 
on coffee sustainable consumption were identified through manual review using specific keywords in 
the forum search bar. Such keywords stem from the literature review and regard the most important and 
debated topics about sustainability in the coffee sector. For this research, only forum conversations 
carried out between 1 January 2014 and 31 May 2024 were considered for the analysis, covering a total 
period of 10 years and 6 months. The international forum hosts members from all over the world, without 
any restrictions.In line with majority of netnographic marketing studies, this study adopts a passive 
approach, observing relevant interactions, without any form of co-creation between the researchers and 
the community members. 

Post and comments texts were extracted, inserted in an Excel file, and uploaded in Atlas.ti 9 for 
qualitative data analysis.  This software is widely utilized in netnographic research (Belz & Baumbach, 
2010; Kozinets, 2010) and allows text encoding for classification, as a tool for content analysis. Textual 
data coding involved categorizing comments quotes, assigning different codes, at different levels of 
detail, according to a specific approach (Kozinets, 2010). Thus, the units of analysis were the words 
quoted in excerpts of relevant comments within selected consumer discussions. Consequently, a content 
analysis was performed on the final data set, adopting different techniques that allow the acquisition of 
knowledge (Bardin, 1977). As in Hollebeek et al. (2017), qualitative data analysis is carried out using an 
integrative inductive/deductive interpretative approach. This makes it possible to abstract concepts and 
extrapolate emergent themes within consumer conversations. The implicit meaning of narratives is 
extracted and then used to generate bottom-up theory (Kozinets, 2020; p. 315). This approach aims to 
understand how consumers discuss and create meaning about sustainability in relation to coffee 
consumption (Addis and Holbrook, 2001). Textual data were coded through Atlas.ti 9 software using an 
open coding approach to preserve consumers' expressions (Gioia et al., 2012). During second-order 
analysis, axial coding (Strauss & Corbin, 1998) was utilized to identify similarities and differences 
between the first-order codes. This process combined interrelated topics into new, more abstract, higher-
order themes (Gioia et al., 2012), following a thematic analysis (Terry et al., 2017; Kozinets, 2020). 
 
Results  

The thematic analysis results will be presented for problem recognition, information search and 
evaluation of alternatives. For each of these relevant stages of consumer decision-making process, will 
be displayed a convenience sample of the coding table, including the following variables: “Quotes”, 
“First-order concepts – open coding”, “Second-order themes – axial coding”, “Aggregate dimensions”. 
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Problem Recognition 

The buying process begins when consumers recognize a problem or a need, often prompted by internal or external stimuli (Kotler et al., 2019). 
The most relevant internal and external stimuli resulting from the coding process of this research are presented in Table 3. 

Table 3. Sample of the coding process about ‘problem recognition’ stage of decision-making process: internal and external stimuli 

Quotes First-order concepts 

– open coding (Gioia 

et al., 2012) 

Second-order themes – 

axial coding 
(Gioia et al., 2012; Kozinets, 

2020) 

Aggregate 

dimensions 
(Gioia et al., 2012) 

- “Organic is just another excuse for increased profit for those with their hands in the cookie jar.” 
- “Some certifiers seem to be no more than toadies for the big multi-nationals. It seems some of the certifiers are more geared to helping the big 

coffee roasters -- think Nestle, etc. -- tick their marketing boxes than they are concerned about the farmers” 
- “Organic coffee industry is actually making coffee farmers poorer. I have personal experience in Guatemala and I have seen and heard so many 

stories about this. What contrasts to these huge profits is the small income of the farmers from the program” 
- “Up front I'll tell you that I'm cynical about all those certifications since certifications are often proven to be hollow promises.” 
- “these certifying bodies aren't all they purport themselves to be” 
- "most of all types of coffee organizations (FairTrade, Rainforest, organic, Utz..etc) became too commercialized and almost everyone is just looking 

for their own pockets! what a shame! and meanwhile, the farmers and workers are the ones getting hurt.” 
- “I have heard stories that the "certifiers" could be like the Gestapo, but obviously in the end it is about $$$” 
- “I am a non believer. I think organic is just another marketing ploy.”  
- “Most of the certificates are money related. Anyone one can get any cert by paying money. As well most coffee that is advertised as organic or fair 

trade is not. Fair Trade coffee has to come from farms that pay their works a certain amount. This results in $30 per pound coffee, if it is less, more 
than likely it is not really fair trade.” 
 

Skepticism toward 

certifications 
Green skepticism Internal stimuli 
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- “Many big manufacturing companies and lots of other people who are tycoons in their sector are also not taking steps and are not socially 
responsible for nature and environment, they do water and air pollution and avoid steps to fight with the same and eradicate it. Instead, they are 
earning a lot, on the cost of environment …” 
- “There seems to be a lot of companies lately engaging in "greenwashing" their products or services to appeal to the sustainability minded 

consumer.” 
- “Likewise, why would I want to spend money on a good coffee, and pay more for it because someone says it's helping a cause, and there is no proof 

that it is doing anything other than lining the pockets of the people running the organization...just like a lot of high-profile examples of NPO's 
whose CEO's earn million dollar salaries? Save me the grief.” 
- “When you put it all together it just turns your stomach at the level of 'truth manipulation' out there. But are you surprised?” 
- “the GIANT coffee purveyors looked as if they were peddling something other than swill to the masses. As it trickled down, the charlatans who are 

into "cause based" marketing tugged on the emotional gullibility of a large number of uninformed consumers.” 
- “I guess it has surpassed the flash-in-the-pan stage now that they have purchased a Super Bowl ad, though. Strange...” 
- “it is marketing method that only gets big company more rich / and Gov't people.” 
- “Grab some organic, fair trade $1.50 per pound robusta, get a bunch of custom printed bags with a skull and crossbones at $.30 per unit, add 

roasting costs, packaging costs, etc, they end up with an under $3 bag of garbage with effective marketing selling for $20/lb.” 
- The large industry players pay so little for the coffee in a lot of cases it is just above the farmer's costs.” 

Greenwashing - 

criticism towards 

companies’ false or 

misleading 

sustainability practices 

and communication 

- “Therefore, we could know that only with the help of organization, the income of farmers could not really be raised, which also needs the 
cooperation of the local government to improve the local infrastructure” 
- “Not TMI (too much information), more knowledge means better decisions” 
- “I heard about companies in Africa that are using children as part of their labor force.” 

Sustainability 

knowledge and 

awareness  

Green consumption 

values 

- “It is no secret that the Democratic Republic of Congo has suffered from violence and war in the last decades. Instead, I want to touch base on some 
of the opportunities that specialty coffee is currently providing for DRC coffee producers, both in the private sector and by the government.” 
- And on a related venue, I really try not to think about the organic waste the 3rd world countries are dumping on their coffee orchards. Really try not 

to think about it...” 

Sustainability 

consciousness/ 

involvement  

- “The percentage of pollution done to environment is constantly increasing every decade, which is not naturally but due to the advancement done in 
each and every sector by us … We have drastically polluted the earth in last 5 decade like it was never done before. The proof is global warming, 
which we can see all around us. If we continued in this way then one day will come when we would be not able to see this again, so it’s good for 
us and future generation, to take care and be responsible in conserving Mother Nature. 

- Now the question arise what are the steps which will be feasibly implemented by a common man?” 
- “So what we need is to just slightly change our day to day using items and that will collectively lead to a whole new change. If not now, then it 

will be too late, switch to green products, buy from genuine biodegradable sellers and contribute to well being of your home, The Planet Earth.” 

Perceived consumer 

effectiveness / 

Perceived personal 

relevance 

- “Hello! My wife and I started a coffee company last year while living in Thailand to help the local farmers, and since then, we've been able to 
work directly with 6 families to purchase and import the coffee” Moral Identity 

- “I think fair trade is fine but I want to take a step further. I'm willing to pay higher costs if those go to the farmer” 
- “Some companies are doing bad sustainability things...Until the consumer is willing to pay more money for coffee this won't change.” 

Willingness to pay 

(more) 
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- “I live in California, a state in the USA known for environmental activism” Country customs and 

traditions 

Cultural differences 

External Stimuli 

- "I’m in my twenties, and most people my age care about buying organic—it just feels like the right choice." 
- "As a mom, I try to pick eco-friendly options for my kids’ future." 

Socio- Demographic 

variables 

- “Now a day even when you are partying in pubs or any damn place you will easily see paper napkins on your table which is also green, green in the 
sense of attribute that it is compostable not in green color…” 
- “Seems like everyone is justifying their purchase of this gimmick.” 
- “The average consumer does not truly understand or appreciate the nuances of great coffee. The average consumer believes that Starbucks is a 

purveyor of fine coffee. The average consumer still drinks stale R&G coffee that's had moisture added in packaging to increase package weight. 
The average consumer review on coffee is about as useful as a screen door on a submarine...I can't even recall the last time I've used that 
expression...” 
- “The beauty is, they don't need to worry about how it performs on the cupping table because their target audience doesn't even know what a 

cupping table is!” 
- “We try to spread, not without difficulty, these concepts to people who used to drink his cup of espresso as a kind of medicine to remain awake 

without fully appreciate the immense differences existing in the fascinating world of coffee” 
- “Again, just another lame marketing strategy to entice those that don't know any better” 

Expert consumers 

criticizing mainstream 

consumers 

Feedback loops 

- “Stay away from Organic coffee and do not buy them.” 
- “Once you read the forums, you'll see a lot of first-hand information about how these certifying bodies aren't all they purport themselves to be. Go 

beyond the forum and do some more digging and you'll find a lot more information about how far short some of these organizations fall from their 
original good intentions” 
- “YOU CAN educate people...in your website put phrases like 'Learn the Truth About Organic and Fairtrade Coffee' or 'How Fairtrade Coffee is 

Killing Coffee Farmers' or 'How Your Fairtrade Coffee Purchases are Ruining Farmer's Lives' or 'Have You Unwittingly Become Part of the 
Fairtrade Scam? Explain why you are concerned about fairtrade, UTZ, Rainforest, etc., and why direct trade is a better ethical option” 
- “I know a lot about coffee but the whole organic, fumigation procedure I was not aware of. Thank you for the information!!!” 

Community sharing 

and advocacy 

 

Internal stimuli 

Among internal stimuli, forum members exhibit strong green skepticism, that is aligned with the literature (Atkinson and Rosenthal, 2014; 
Nguyen et al., 2019; Waris and Hameed, 2020). On one hand, this skepticism is directed at sustainability certifications, whose validity is 
questioned by many users. They challenge the integrity and authenticity of these certifications, often citing personal experiences or referencing 
articles and websites to provide arguments aimed at unmasking these certifying entities. Sustainability programs promoted by these entities 
are criticized for not achieving their claimed practical effects. One highly debated topic is the positive impact of certifications on the living 
conditions of farmers, who are instead portrayed by users as becoming poorer and subjected to ethically questionable treatments and 
regulations. On an environmental level, discussions highlight how organic farming practices prohibit the use of pesticides but simultaneously 
involve other unsustainable agricultural methods. Additionally, an expert member points out that certified coffee (e.g. organic) is often treated 



17 
 

in the same way as standard coffee once it leaves the farm. It undergoes a series of treatments and logistic procedures (“fumigation process”) 
that compromise both its quality and sustainability. Another prominent issue raised by forum members is the greenwashing conducted by large 
corporations. These companies promote their sustainable practices by communicating distorted or false information through claims and 
marketing campaigns. Within the forum, consumers express their thoughts, emotions, and experiences that reflect their green values. Such 
values may be articulated in ‘consumer sustainability knowledge and awareness’, ‘sustainability consciousness and involvement’, ‘perceived 
consumer effectiveness and perceived personal relevance’, ‘moral identity’ and ‘willingness to pay’. These constructs have assumed strong 
relevance in the literature on sustainable consumer decision-making process (Chwialkoska et al., 2020, Waris and Hameed, 2020). Regarding 
consumers’ knowledge and awareness, a large portion of users in the forum appear expert on the topic of sustainable coffee and the related 
challenges affecting the sector. Such consumers could be configured as connoisseur consumers (Bartoloni et al., 2021). The heated debate on 
environmental and social issues related to coffee, testifies also consumer consciousness and involvement (sCI) related to these issues, 
potentially prompting sustainable coffee purchase. Similarly, several consumers seem to have a strong moral identity (MI), stating that they 
will implement actions aimed at collective welfare, whether through the purchase of sustainable coffee or separate charitable actions. MI is 
defined as “a self-conception organized around a set of moral traits, such as being caring, compassionate, fair, generous, honest, and kind" 
(Aquino and Reed, 2002, p.?). MI can improve attitudes toward brands by reducing perceived psychological distance (Choi and Winterich, 
2022). The consumer's perceived personal effectiveness and relevance are expressed through phrases that invoke a kind of admission of guilt 
related to sustainability problems, but at the same time recall and encourage the importance of individual behavior for positive change. Kang 
et al. (2013) found out that perceived personal relevance was the strongest driver of positive attitudes and intentions to buy sustainable products. 
Awareness and knowledge also play pivotal roles in problem recognition. Enhanced knowledge about sustainability increases preferences for 
sustainable products and the willingness to pay (WTP) premiums (Hasanzade et al., 2018; Maniatis, 2016). For instance, Rotaris and Danielis 
(2011) report that Italian consumers are willing to pay a 110% premium for Fair Trade coffee. Key trends include millennials' willingness to 
pay more for sustainable products (Rathore et al., 2018). 

External Stimuli 

Cultural and demographic factors further shape problem recognition. In the forum for example, a member expressed the influence of living in 
the USA state of California, characterized by environmental activism. Akaichi et al. (2016) showed people from various Countries significantly 
differing in sustainability preferences. Segmentation studies also reveal variations in consumer sensitivity to sustainability and willingness to 
pay higher premiums (Cicia et al., 2010).  Forum members actively engage in conversations, by giving suggestions, sharing personal 
experiences, and advocating for sustainable practices and behaviors. In some conversations, expert consumers (CCs) often criticize the lack of 
sustainability knowledge of the average consumer, who falls victim to corporate manipulation and greenwashing (Momberg et al., 2012). 
However, it seems that expert consumers try to inform and educate other consumers, by sharing their knowledge and practices about sustainable 
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coffee. Critics, suggestions, and clarifications are shared in the community, to advocate for more sustainable behaviors. All of these external 
stimuli prompt and influence the recognition of problems and needs that may prompt sustainable choices. Phips et al. (2013) adopt the social 
cognitive theory, showing how feedback loops between actions, attitudes, and environmental contexts shape behavior. Authors highlight the 
importance of behavioral spillover and peer influence. Behavior is considered both an outcome and driver of sustainability.   

The most relevant consumers’ problems and needs, triggered by internal and external stimuli, resulting from the thematic analysis on coffee 
forum, are presented in Table 4. 

Table 4. Sample of the coding process about ‘problem recognition’ stage of decision-making process 

Quotes First-order concepts – 

open coding (Gioia et al., 

2012) 

Second-order themes – 

axial coding 

(Gioia et al., 2012; 

Kozinets, 2020) 

Aggregate 

dimensions 

(Gioia et al., 

2012) 

Construal-Goal 

fit 

- “The most affected region due to plastic is aquatic life; Beaches have tons of plastic waste” Plastic concern 

Environmental 

sustainability 

Triple Bottom 

Line 

sustainability 

(Environmental, 

Social, 

Economic) 

Benevolence 

- Deforestation for coffee farming is destroying habitats” Deforestation 

- “Climate change is threatening coffee-growing regions worldwide” Climate change 

- “Current high coffee prices are matched by corresponding increases in farm input costs which, coupled with 
devaluation of the US dollar, means there is limited real income growth for coffee growers.” 
- “certified coffee farmers do have to meet certain standards of production and ethics. If you buy fresh beans, often a 

roaster will include descriptive information about responsible farming for those that participate. You can then support 
those farms with your purchases. 

Supporting poor farmers 

Socio-economic 

sustainability 
- “Any way I also wanted to help the people of PR would have been hurt by the Hurricane” Helping people impacted 

by a climate catastrophe 

- “I'll just focus on buying good coffee, and donating to worthy organizations who are doing real work in coffee 
producing countries...such as Alex's work with schools and families in Guatemala” 
- “Let's say proceeds went to help starving children in third world countries; would I buy bad coffee to support a cause 

like this? Hell no...can't I just send some money and pass on the coffee? 

Altruism / Charity 
(separated from sustainable 

coffee purchase) 

- “The truth is it likely takes more petro chemicals to plant, fertilize, weed and insect abatement, harvest, transportation 
and finally processing. Corn that has likely been genetically modified to be round up resistant and immune to 
pestacides.” 

Organic vs Non-Organic: 

pesticides concern 
Health and well-being Quality of Life Self-interest 
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- “So ORGANIC coffees are VERY ANTIOXIDANT RICH and VERY HEALTHY for you, and None-organic 
coffees are not...... or it has normal amount of Antioxidant and so-so healthy?” 
- “organic and pesticide free also low acid have health benefits. Dr Charles Livingston who own Lifeboost Coffe states 

that Coffee drinkers are less likely to die from some of the leading causes of death coffee...contains antioxidants and 
other active substances that may reduce internal inflammation and protect against disease.” 

 

- “Certainly! It's great that you're interested in the health benefits of coffee. Some coffee brands offer specialty beans 
with unique flavors and potentially more antioxidants. Look for options like single-origin, organic, or light roast for a 
potentially healthier choice.” 
- “Organically grown coffee beans are very antioxidant rich and yield a very healthy non acidic cup of coffee. 

Organic coffee has more 

antioxidants and lower 

acidity 

- “I am annoyed with my coffee pods and the difficulty of getting the used coffee grinds out. After I make my coffee, I 
have to hit the coffee pod against my garbage can to knock the coffee grinds out and it sometimes makes a mess.” 
- “I was surprised to see that there are actually eco-friendly biodegradable cold drink cups that are made out of corn. I 

guess it's true that you learn something new every day …” 

Usability 

Practical experience Self-interest - Thinking of buying some fair trade organic Sumatra Mandheling, however the price ranges from $7 a pound green to 
$24 roasted for the exact same coffee per description 
- I know a lot of folks have fantastic jobs and great retirements that afford them the luxury of collecting coffee 

equipment, but for those less fortunate, it would be a very nice option to be able to scale up as the budget and 
passion permit. 
- “You can also get roped in to the high grade/organic/blah blah blah stuff and expect to shell out $15/lb or more. 

Personally not me..” 

Convenience 

- “The Specialty Coffee movement considers and proposes coffee as an artisan product discovering all the features and 
qualities that are kept in the entire supply chain, from the "Farm" to the cup… people use to drink his cup of espresso 
as a kind of medicine to remain awake without fully appreciate the immense differences existing in the fascinating 
world of coffee, that finally some company are allowing us to know...A help in the communication often comes from 
the world of wine, a beverage diffuse knowledge of the different aromatic qualities” 
- “Drinking specialty coffee..Basically there should be only winners, including the final consumer who gets to 

experience a superior coffee.” 

Sensorial experience 
Consumption experience 

/Experimentation/  
Self-interest 

- “I have to admit, I would drink coffee even if it was bad for me. I just love it and love the lifestyle” Lifestyle 

- “The trending hot topic to develop a cool green environment is using of Bio degradable products instead of just 
disposable. In not only food but each and every item which is mostly thrown by people here and there and which is 
not compostable” 

Trends / Social belonging Fear of Missing Out 
Social-driven 

behaviors 

Benevolence/Self-

interest (depending 

on the trend) 

- "I think serving good sustainable coffee sets the tone—it’s such an easy way to leave an impression.” Social status Reputation-enhancing Self-interest 

 

During problem-recognition phase, consumers express their interest in different aspects of sustainable coffee depending on their values. 
Markus and Kitayama (1991) distinguish between independent and interdependent self-construals, driving differences in cognition, emotion, 
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and motivation. Independent self-construals emphasize individuality and self-expression, leading to goals centered on personal benefits. 
Interdependent self-construals focus on social harmony and collective welfare, driving actions that benefit others. Construal goal-fit occurs 
when purchasing goals align with self-construals, enhancing motivation (Griskevicius, et al., 2010; Lee et al., 2000). Within the forum, it is 
possible to distinguish individuals who express positive attitude and intention to buy sustainable coffee to address personal desires or issues, 
such as health and wellness, enhancing the consumption experience, affirming social status, or simply for lifestyle and sensory enjoyment. On 
the other hand, other consumers express interest in purchasing sustainable coffee to preserve the environment or improve the living conditions 
of coffee growers. Some consumers express dissent in manifesting their altruism and benevolence by purchasing sustainable coffee, while they 
prefer to make donation and charity directly, separating this action from purchasing. Sustainable coffee consumption reflects shifts in lifestyle 
and identity, especially among younger consumers who associate coffee with branding, social status, and sustainability (Samoggia & Riedel, 
2018).  

Information Search 

Once consumers recognize a problem or need, they proceed to the information search phase, gathering data from various sources to address 
their concerns and make informed decisions (Table 5). The primary sources of information include personal contacts (family, friends), 
commercial insights (advertising), public sources (mass media), and experiential cues (product usage) (Kotler et al., 2019). The nature and 
amount of information sought depend on the product category and buyer characteristics, with ethical products often fostering higher 
involvement and a more thorough search process (Zander & Hamm, 2012). 

Table 6. Sample of the coding process about ‘information search’ stage of decision-making process 

Quotes 

First-order concepts – 

open coding (Gioia et al., 

2012) 

Second-order 

themes – axial 

coding 
(Gioia et al., 2012; 

Kozinets, 2020) 

Aggregate 

dimensions 
(Gioia et al., 2012) 

- “I am curious. When you purchase coffee, how important are certifications for your purchasing decision? And which are the major certificate 
you are looking for? e.g. USDA, UTZ, Rainforest Alliance, Fair-Trade etc. Does it really influence your decision if there is no certification?” 

- “How important are the certifications when you buy from businesses like Sweet Marias or Bohdi Leaf who seem to take a lot of care in selecting 
farmers who are doing the right thing already?” 

- “What do you know about the middle-sized coffee businesses like blue bottle, four barrel, etc. They seem to be very involved in their sourcing. 
Is what they do, better than an organic or fair trade label since they seem to be more involved in the farming?” 

Certifications 
Sustainability 
attributes of 
products 

Challenges in 

information search – 

Attributes 
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- “Hey guys just looking for some help! I was wondering if anyone had an idea on where to get ethically sourced beans." 
- “With these unethical practices, how could I make sure that I will be buying ethically processed coffee beans?” 

Ethically sourced and 
processed coffee 

- “What makes a coffee specialty coffee? Is it small batches, fair trade, organic coffee, what is it and can someone please explain this to me a little 
bit more! Thank you” Specialty coffee 

- I have no idea how deep the bean is in the pod but I would think that insecticides, etc would get nowhere near the finished product (the green 
beans inside the cherries). For those who've seen coffee growing, am I correct on this assumption? 

Health and well-being 

Hedonic and 
functional attributes - So what are your expectations when you pay a premium for organic/fair trade coffee? Would you feel differently if you had zero confidence 

your expectations were not being met? 
- Does the price rise per pound if the coffee is Fair Trade, Organic or Shade Grown? Convenience 

- “It seems to me that a specialty coffee producer with closer ties to a roaster/business would be better practice and money wise than the 
certification. Or, do these coffee business just try to paint a rosy picture?” 

- “This is to make sure that we don't support coffee companies that are doing bad things. The reality is there is no way to assure that is not 
happening...” 

- “Yeah my take on the organic coffee thing is that it's right inline with all the whining about organic food/milk, gluten, etc. LAME, as regardless 
of what we consume/breathe you will never get away from all the contaminants that exist in modern life. There is NO WAY possible that one 
can claim an illness has been caused by X factor as there simply is no way of ever knowing, only assuming” 

Sustainability attributes are 

credence attributes 

Consumer 

Skepticism about 

attributes 

- “I guess I need some suggestions about who to buy from and why there is such a price difference for the exact same coffee (the actual description 
of source and history of the coffee is the exact same on many websites). I am assuming that they buy the same green coffee from this fair trade 
co-op and then roast it” 

- “Have you tried it? What's it like? What other coffees are similar? Do they boost the caffeine with the addition of robusta beans? How do you 
get "double the caffeine" from arabica beans?” 

- “Also look into Thrive Farmers, which is a new coffee importer, who claims to have cut the middle man out. They work directly with the farmers 
and involve them in the processing and shipping of the beans, and they share the money that roasters pay. The price strikes me a bit higher, but 
if the model is real and sustainable it will support better lives for the farmers and reduce damage to the environment. Anyone bought from these 
folks yet? They are out of Atlanta.” 

- “Having read the responses from @musicphan and @709espresso it's very clear that what makes specialty coffee specialty has to do with a lot 
more than the method in which it is processed.” 

- “Lots of green sellers out there, but I prefer Sweet Maria's, Burman's and occasionally Happy Mug. Notes I end up with for my preferred level 
of development strongly matches what I read from Sweet Maria's notes and I definitely take that into consideration.” 

- “I know after tons of experimenting what origins I like and will take a natural/dry process over pretty much anything else available and I always 
buy from trusted/reputable sources.” 

Recommendations and 

Reviews 
Peer influence 

Behavioral Insights 

- “Hello! Does anyone use non plastic cups for cold drinks?” 
- “Not sure I understand just how espresso machines currently produced are not environmentally friendly, or more to the point, just how they can 

be made more environmentally friendly. Would you be able to give us some ideas?” 
- “I had already considered writing about roasting types, coffee varieties, along with what "coffee lingo" terms actually mean: things like "shade 

grown," "fair trade," and the like. I want this book to be friendly for newcomers and experienced coffee professionals alike.” 

Sustainable coffee practices 

 
Behavioral spillover 

- “In my opinion, sustainable coffee tastes better. What do you guys think? Do you have any good sustainable coffee stories?” Experiences and Stories 
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- “the issue is how can you educate people about this misleading situations? a lot of consumers "complain" about the lack of certifications but I 
prefer direct farm trade practices, that buy coffee directly from the farmers for higher prices... shouldn't that be more valuable than a bought 
certification?” 

- “My absolute favorite are natural coffees as most wet processed end up too clean/thin for me regardless of roast level, extraction variables, etc. 
The dry process gives that very bold taste, heavy body, etc. and just makes for fantastic espresso for my expectations. To be sure I do get quality 
greens I only buy from 2 places and they seem to know what's what in the world of sourcing quality greens year round to supply home roasters.” 

- “my plan is to write a succinct book about how brewing specialty coffee in your home is smarter, better for the environment, and can be much 
cheaper than more popular options” 

- ...that means, FairTrade coffee will give you "clean and healthy" conscience? 

Forum members seek information on the sustainability attributes of products. Sustainability attributes are attributes of credence, so consumers 
can hardly verify the truthfulness of the information (D’Amico et al., 2016). Highly involved consumers actively seek information during the 
pre-purchase phase, integrating it into their decision-making (Van Loo et al., 2015). For these consumers, product attributes such as eco-
friendly packaging, certifications, and detailed sustainability claims significantly impact preferences (Branca et al., 2024). Conversely, less 
engaged consumers may rely on heuristics, such as recognizable labels or branding, to simplify their choices (Rathore, 2018). Many threads 
in the forum reflect consumers' distrust of sustainability certifications and green claims on product labels. Consumers question the authenticity 
and real positive impact of environmental and social sustainability practices claimed by certifications and companies. A European Commission 
(EC) report identified 129 sustainability-related food information schemes in the EU, demonstrating the widespread reliance on labeling to 
guide consumer choices (EC, 2012).  While sustainability labels are effective in conveying product attributes, consumers often face challenges 
such as information overload and skepticism about the credibility of claims (Van Herpen et al., 2012). Overwhelming information can 
discourage consumers, as they may lack the time or expertise to analyze sustainability claims critically (Grunert, 2011). For example, forum 
members show confusion in understanding the concept of sustainable coffee, providing different interpretations. For this reason, they ask 
questions to validate their own perspectives and seek the opinions of other consumers to reach a more accurate definition to guide them in 
their purchasing choices. Eco-labels like Fair Trade and organic certifications are highly recognized but require transparent communication to 
build trust (Loose & Remaud, 2013). Voluntary disclosure, reliable third-party certifications and data-driven informations can represent a way 
for mitigating skepticism and enhancing consumer trust in sustainability claims (Delmas & Burbano, 2011; Nguyen et al., 2019). The call for 
more transparency is invoked by most forum members. Effective communication of product sustainability, through labels and marketing, plays 
a crucial role in influencing purchase intention. Additionally, advertisements employing prediction requests (e.g., "Ask yourself: Will you 
purchase environmentally friendly products?") have been shown to activate self-prophecy and drive sustainable preferences (Bodur et al., 
2015). Therefore, forum members rely on the knowledge and experiences of other consumers on the forum to verify the presence or absence 
of certain sustainability attributes of products, such as (...). Requests for detailed reviews on different types or brands of sustainable coffee 
prove particularly relevant. Consumers are largely involved in sharing their purchasing and consumption experiences. Purchasing and 
consumption practices seem to be even more valued than opinions and knowledge, as they are perceived more reliable and realistic sources of 
information. Phips et al. (2013) highlight the importance of behavioral spillover and peer influence as both outcomes and drivers of 
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sustainability. Consumers' concern for well-being and food safety is evidenced by many discussions comparing the health benefits and threats 
related to sustainable coffee consumption. Other consumers, on the other hand, seem to be more interested in comparing attributes such as 
taste, quality, and convenience of sustainable coffee to achieve a satisfactory purchasing and consumption experience in line with their 
expectations. Habits, rituals, and behaviors assume a fundamental role in guiding the decision-making process of forum members. Cultural 
factors also shape information search behaviors, with preferences for sustainability attributes varying by region. For example, Scottish 
consumers prioritize Fair Trade, French consumers prefer organic options, and Dutch consumers focus on cost-effective sustainability 
alternatives (Akaichi et al., 2016).  

Evaluation of alternatives 

In the evaluation of alternatives phase, consumers refine their decision-making by comparing the options identified during the information 
search. This phase involves transitioning from an awareness set (brands meeting initial criteria) to a choice set (brands most likely to be 
purchased) (Kotler et al., 2019). Ultimately, consumers will select a brand based on their personal hierarchy of attributes, influenced by visual 
attention, attribute evaluation, and psychological constructs. The Table 6 lists the most valuable topics identified by reviewing conversations 
on the forum. 

Table 6. Sample of the coding process about ‘evaluation of alternatives’ stage of decision-making process 

Quotes First-order concepts 

– open coding (Gioia 

et al., 2012) 

Second-order themes – 

axial coding 

(Gioia et al., 2012; 

Kozinets, 2020) 

Aggregate dimensions 

(Gioia et al., 2012) 

- “I do understand the sentiment and the feel-good nature of words like sustainable but there is so much more. Does anyone ever 
talk about whether the coffee farm itself is mono-culture/poly-culture/perma-culture etc? Those factors to me would have a 
much greater impact on the sustainability of a particular coffee.” 
 

Sustainable farming 

procedures 
Sustainable coffee 

meaning 
Sustainable coffee evaluation – 

Consumer perception about 

sustainable coffee 

- “yes, that is one of the criteria of being sustainable. However, in coffee origin side, sustainable usually means that buyers know 
exactly which farm they are buying from and visit the farms whenever they come to the origin and try to make the relationships 
directly with the owners of the farms.” 

- “Sustainable coffee means that the farm or coffee cooperative has direct contact with the buyer” 
 

Direct trade 

- “So natural coffees cannot be specialty coffee?” Natural coffee 

Specialty coffee 

meaning 

- “What makes a coffee specialty coffee? Is it fair trade, organic coffee, what is it and can someone please explain this to me a 
little bit more! Thank you” 

- “The label of a Specialty Coffee is very similar to that of a good wine, with the company name, the region of origin, the 
botanical varieties, the altitude at which the coffee is grown, any certifications (organic, Fair Trade, Utz ...), and not least the 
aromatic notes are essential to guide the consumer in choosing.” 

Certified coffee 
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- “I think it simply means that all along the chain from seed to delivery, everyone has taken deliberate steps to make the highest 

quality coffee they can while at the same time keeping both Mother Nature as well as the farmers in the equation of 
sustainability” 
 

Respecting triple 

bottom line standards 

- “I consider the coffee I make for myself and my family specialty coffee. I typically use a french press but will also use a Moka 
Pot on occassion. This morning I made my wife a coffee using the french press. The beans were decaf La Colombe Nizza. I 
mixed it with heated and frothed milk and topped it with home made mocha sauce and some cinnamon. She said it was really 
good” 
 

Personal experience 

and habits 

- “Specialty is technically a grading system for green coffee. Green coffee has to have zero Cat 1 defects and less than 5 Cat 2 
defects.” 

- “It is not easy for those of us who are passionate about specialty coffee to divorce ourselves from the sociological implications 
of the coffee industry. There are a lot of issues with the way in which coffee comes to market that are not relevant to the fact 
that the term "specialty coffee" is a distinction that applies to coffee that merits a distinction from C grade, or commercial grade, 
coffee. This distinction arises from a grading system for coffee that exists to be able to fair trade the commodity in highly 
volatile markets” 

- “It depends on 1) qty of purchase 2) quality or cupping score 3) process .... for quality specialty grade buying in smaller 
quantities (less than a sack)” 
 

Satisfying quantitative 

and quality standards 

- “I would say specialty coffee means that is processed using the Wet Method” Wet Method processed 

“I'll just focus on buying good coffee” Overall satisfaction  

trade-off between 

sustainability and non-

sustainability attributes  

Hierarchy of attributes 

- “I think sustainable coffee can be both great and bad... the growers are only one part of the process.. good/bad impacts on flavor 
can occur at the mills/importer/roaster.” 

- “In my opinion, sustainable coffee tastes better, because the grower tends to put more care and detail into producing the crop.” 
- “Bad coffee. Bad ethics. Worthless Certifications.” 

Sustainability and 

flavor/taste 

- “And then, after all is said and done...the average consumer has no understanding of the difference between Folger's and fresh 
roasted, single origin, micro lot coffees that justifies the $7.00 per cup some places can charge. Okay...I'm done, but I barely 
scratched the surface...lol! I believe this post to be sarcasm free, and that no feelings were harmed in this posting.” 

- “If it is good coffee and organic or fair trade, AND good enough/unique enough to justify the price, I'd buy it. If it is bad coffee, 
what would compel me to buy it?” 

- While I do agree with Slurp, who said the price is pretty high, not all fair trade coffee are money-based. Quite a few decent 
coffee companies don't pay for it 
 

Sustainability and 

convenience 

- “I don't drink coffee for the caffeine. If that was my only criteria, I guess I would be drinking Five hour energy right now 
instead of this sweet Costa Rica cup.” 
 

Caffeine 

- “I know that organic, fair trade, shade grown certifications are a good way to ensure that the farming practices are globally 
responsible and that the farmers are compensated appropriately. It seems to me that in this day of specialty coffee, many 
roasters/importers are looking to develop relationships with farmers and work with them to keep good crops coming year after 
year.” 

- “Organic coffee bean is the best for most of the people!” 
- “Organic shade grown or simply organically grown coffee beans/grind is your best bet because of the way it is cultivated and 

grown.” 

Certifications as 

drivers of purchase Trade-off among 

sustainability attributes 

- “Also look into Thrive Farmers, which is a new coffee importer, who claims to have cut the middle man out. They work directly 
with the farmers and involve them in the processing and shipping of the beans, and they share the money that roasters pay. 

- “In fact in most cases smaller craft roasters pay MUCH more than Fair Trade practices.” 
Direct trade 
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- “Now my question, if I actually store beans in the hopper how long can they be stored there with as little degradation as 
possible. I'd hate to defeat the purpose of doing all of this to get a good cup of coffee and then ruin the coffee in the process” 

Sustainable storage 

 

Attention is a crucial first step in processing sustainability information and evaluating alternatives. Consumers must notice sustainability 
attributes to make informed choices (Thøgersen, 2000; Grunert, 2011; Van Loo et al., 2015). Attention is shaped by bottom-up factors, such 
as salience or color, and top-down factors, like personal goals and preferences (Wolfe, 1998; Corbetta & Shulman, 2002; Ares et al., 2013; 
Koch, 2004). Consumers assess alternatives based on a hierarchy of attributes, including functional (e.g., flavor, price), sustainability (e.g., 
certifications, ethical sourcing), and symbolic (e.g., status) dimensions. Younger consumers often prioritize symbolic attributes (Samoggia & 
Riedel, 2018). However, price and functionality can outweigh sustainability in low-involvement contexts (Ghvanidze et al., 2017; Silva et al., 
2017). Barriers to sustainable purchasing include high costs, lack of awareness, and doubts about environmental impact (Harris et al., 2016; 
Sheoran & Kumar, 2022). Psychological constructs, such as construal-goal fit and regulatory fit, further shape preferences. Independent 
consumers seek personal benefits (e.g., health), while interdependent consumers prioritize collective welfare (Markus & Kitayama, 1991; 
Griskevicius et al., 2010). Regulatory focus also influences preferences, with promotion-focused individuals drawn to aspirational claims and 
prevention-focused individuals to responsibility-driven messages (Lee & Aker, 2004). Contextual factors, like status motives, enhance the 
appeal of green products in public settings, particularly when priced higher (Van den Bergh, 2010). Cultural values, such as collectivism, 
moderate preferences, with collectivistic consumers showing stronger support for sustainability (Chwialkoska et al., 2020). Greenwashing 
exacerbates skepticism and damages trust, reducing purchase intentions (Nguyen et al., 2019). Transparent certifications and voluntary 
disclosures can counteract these effects and improve brand evaluations (Delmas & Burbano, 2011; Parguel et al., 2011). 

 

 



26 
 

Discussion 

The thematic analysis of conversations across the three stages of the pre-purchase phase in sustainable 
coffee consumption reveals several key themes and relationships. Notably, green skepticism emerges as 
a pervasive and significant factor, particularly in the problem recognition phase. Participants in the forum 
raise concerns about the trustworthiness of sustainability certifications (e.g., Organic, Fair Trade) and 
criticize companies for promoting misleading or false sustainability claims through greenwashing. This 
skepticism persists into the information search phase, where consumers question the validity of 
sustainability attributes and the reliability of certifications as selection criteria, often leveraging their 
personal experiences, knowledge, and practices to challenge or validate claims. During the evaluation of 
alternatives phase, consumers provide assessments of sustainable coffee that shed light on the different 
interpretations they attach to the product. Indeed, some associate it with  sustainable practices such as 
ethical production process, others with sustainability certifications, direct trade, and better quality and/or 
taste. In these discussions, experienced consumers often ironically criticize inexperienced consumers, 
and then try to inform and educate them through knowledge and facts. The confusion in the minds of 
many consumers appears evident, in providing very different meanings, depending on their values and 
experiences. Starting from this initial understanding, consumers try to narrow the field of choices, 
according to their own hierarchy of attributes, making trade-offs between sustainability attributes and 
other characteristics such as brand, price, aesthetics, and so on. At this stage, consumers also evaluate 
which attributes, among the sustainability attributes, are most relevant in influencing their choice.” 

A particularly relevant construct in the context of sustainable coffee is the construal-goal fit—the 
alignment between a consumer's self-construal (independent or interdependent) and their purchasing 
goals (self-interest or benevolence). Forum interactions clearly demonstrate this dynamic. Independent 
self-construal consumers align with goals of self-interest, seeking personal benefits through sustainable 
coffee. These goals include improving health and well-being, enhancing reputation and social status, or 
achieving lifestyle satisfaction. Interdependent self-construal consumers align with collective welfare 
goals, seeking to support farmers, mitigate climate change impacts, or promote biodiversity through their 
purchases. Two critical factors—green skepticism and feedback loops—shape the alignment between 
construals and goals, influencing whether consumers ultimately purchase sustainable coffee. Green 
skepticism acts as a significant moderator, often weakening or entirely breaking the alignment between 
construals and goals (Figure 3). Consumers who doubt that sustainability attributes will fulfill their 
personal or collective goals may decide against purchasing sustainable coffee. For example, a consumer 
skeptical of the health benefits of organic coffee may forgo the purchase despite an independent self-
construal. A consumer unconvinced that Fair Trade coffee truly benefits struggling farmers may refrain 
from buying it, even with an interdependent self-construal. Feedback loops—generated through peer 
behavior, shared practices, and consumer reviews— acts as a mediator. It often counteract skepticism by 
providing experiential evidence that validates or invalidates sustainability claims. Positive feedback 
loops, such as firsthand testimonials about the tangible benefits of sustainable coffee, reduce skepticism 
and reinforce the construal-goal alignment. Negative feedback loops, such as shared experiences of 
disappointment with certifications, amplify skepticism and disrupt the relationship. A striking insight 
from the forum discussions is the contrast in consumer trust: skepticism is directed toward corporate 
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communication and sustainability claims from brands, often perceived as misleading or marketing-
driven. Conversely, forum participants exhibit high trust in the reviews, experiences, and opinions of 
other consumers, even if these are provided by strangers. This disparity highlights the psychological 
importance of peer validation in the pre-purchase phase. 

 

 

 

Figure 3. Conceptual Framework about sustainable coffee purchase. Source: personal elaboration 

 
Conclusions  
 
This research investigated the pre-purchase phase of sustainable coffee consumption, focusing on 
problem recognition, information search, and evaluation of alternatives. By analyzing online forum 
discussions, the study identified key themes and relationships among consumer values, motivations, and 
behaviors. The aim of this paper was the understanding of relevant content and practices shared about 
the pre-purchase phase of sustainable coffee consumption. This was further explored through sub-
questions targeting the three stages of the decision-making process. Sustainable coffee consumption is 
deeply intertwined with consumers' values and experiences, reflecting a complex interplay of 
psychological, social, and behavioral factors. In the problem recognition phase, consumers are influenced 
by both internal and external stimuli in recognizing a problem or need related to sustainable coffee. Key 
internal drivers include green skepticism, moral identity, perceived consumer effectiveness, 
and sustainability knowledge and awareness. External stimuli, such as cultural factors, peer behaviors, 
and community advocacy, further shape problem recognition. During information search phase, 
consumers actively seek information about sustainability attributes, certifications, and product attributes 
like taste, health benefits, and convenience. However, skepticism toward certifications and sustainability 
claims leads many consumers to rely on peer reviews, experiential knowledge, and shared practices 
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within the forum. This phase highlights the credence nature of sustainability attributes, which requires 
consumers to trust external claims—a trust that is often undermined by perceived greenwashing. Finally, 
in the evaluation of alternatives phase, consumers assign varying meanings to sustainable coffee, 
associating it with ethical practices, direct trade, certifications, or superior quality and taste. Discussions 
reflect trade-offs between sustainability attributes and non-sustainability attributes like price and flavor. 
Consumers often follow the steps of rational decision-making as outlined in Kotler’s model. However, 
emotional factors, habitual behaviors, and convenience often influence or override these rational 
processes. 

The concept of construal-goal fit is the alignment between consumers’ self-construal (independent or 
interdependent) and their purchasing goals (self-interest or benevolence). In the context of sustainable 
coffee this is particularly relevant. Consumers with independent self-construals prioritize personal 
benefits, while those with interdependent self-construals focus on collective welfare. However, 
skepticism about certifications and greenwashing practices frequently prevents the recognition of 
sustainable coffee as a reliable solution to these goals. Skepticism resulted a significant barrier to 
sustainable coffee consumption, disrupting the alignment between consumer goals and sustainable 
purchases. Feedback loops—through peer reviews and shared practices—mediate trust and validate 
purchasing decisions. The alignment between self-construal and purchasing goals influences how 
consumers perceive and evaluate sustainable coffee and drives their purchase and consumption decisions. 

Managerial Implications 

Marketing strategies regarding sustainable coffee (and sustainable products in general) should consider 
the construal-goal fit of clients, to better perform targeting and positioning. For independent self-
construals, sustainability communication should emphasize personal benefits like health and status (e.g., 
"Stay healthy with organic coffee"). To attract interdependent self-construals, messages should 
emphasize collective benefits like supporting farmers and protecting biodiversity (e.g., "Your purchase 
helps build a better future for coffee growers"). Aligning personal benefits (e.g., taste, convenience) with 
collective outcomes (e.g., community development, biodiversity preservation) can reduce the disconnect 
between individual preferences and altruistic motivations. Tailoring message framing to audience 
motivation and perceived risk improves message effectiveness and processing fluency (Lee & Aker, 
2004). To make the communication process effective and lead consumers to the actual purchase of 
sustainable coffee, Brands must address green skepticism by improving the transparency of their 
sustainability claims. Third-party certifications should be complemented with clear, data-driven evidence 
of impact. For example, companies can showcase measurable outcomes such as "10% of profits fund 
farmer education programs." The high trust placed in peer reviews highlights the importance of 
community-driven marketing strategies. Encouraging satisfied consumers to share their experiences 
through testimonials, social media campaigns, or forums can amplify positive feedback loops and build 
consumer trust. Participatory campaigns can activate passive consumers, increasing involvement and 
loyalty. Highlighting real-life stories of impact through user-generated content can bridge the trust gap. 
Companies should increase their presence in online coffee forums, or develop their own community, to 
better monitor and understand consumer preferences. It is also an opportunity for brand to receive useful 
feedbacks and advices in innovation and experimentation phases of new products, or in reviewing 
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existing products in the market. The eco-design of sustainable coffee and related equipment should 
involve consumers opinions and evaluation, to satisfy people’s problems and desires, with a sustainable 
approach.  

Given the confusion and information overload noted in the study, brands should streamline their 
sustainability messaging. Simplified labels, data visualization, clear explanations of certifications, and 
user-friendly educational content can make it easier for consumers to evaluate sustainable coffee options. 
Emphasizing the tangible impact of individual actions (e.g., "Each bag of coffee funds water projects") 
can reinforce consumer confidence and drive sustainable choices. Brands should prioritize transparent, 
verifiable claims, emphasizing the direct impact of consumer purchases (e.g., "Your purchase funds a 
farmer’s education"). To address barriers such as price and convenience, marketing massages should 
highlight the long-term benefits of sustainable choices, both personally and collectively (e.g., cost-saving 
reusable pods). 

Theoretical Contribution  

This research extends the understanding of construal-goal fit by showing how green skepticism 
moderates the alignment between self-construal, goals, and sustainable purchase. This adds nuance to 
existing models of sustainable consumption by demonstrating how trust issues can disrupt goal 
realization. By identifying feedback loops as mediators, the study highlights the importance of social and 
behavioral influences in shaping pre-purchase behaviors. This finding aligns with the social cognitive 
theory, emphasizing the interplay between the social context and individual decision-making. The study 
provides a granular exploration of the pre-purchase phase in sustainable coffee consumption, offering 
new insights into how consumers navigate problem recognition, information search, and evaluation of 
alternatives. Findings reveal that cognitive, affective, and habitual processes (Solomon, 1994) coexist in 
the pre-purchase phase of sustainable coffee consumption, with varying degrees of influence. Cognitive 
decision-making occurs among consumers engaging in problem recognition, detailed information search, 
and rational evaluation of alternatives. The presence of skepticism often forces the consumer into more 
elaborate rational reasoning, which lengthens the decision-making process. The consumer expands the 
information search and performs complicated trade-offs between different product attributes for the final 
purchase choice. Consumers may also resolve skepticism by taking irrational shortcuts (heuristics), 
relying on emotions, or imitating other consumers' behaviors. This aligns with modern approaches, that 
consider sustainable decision-making process, as driven by multiple factors of different nature. 

Limitations and Future Research 

The study relied on forum discussions, which may not fully represent the broader population of 
sustainable coffee consumers across demographics or geographies. Data collection was restricted specific 
time frame, potentially overlooking evolving trends in sustainability perceptions. The analysis of online 
community conversations provides valuable qualitative insights but may not fully capture broader 
demographic trends. Further research could use surveys or experiments to validate these findings. 
Integrating emerging tools such as sentiment analysis could further enhance the depth of analysis. The 
study's focus on the pre-purchase phase limits insights into long-term consumer behavior and post-
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purchase reflections. Finally, the study focuses on coffee, which may limit its generalizability to other 
product categories. 

Future studies could include broader, more representative samples. Researchers should consider 
longitudinal studies and incorporate diverse consumer segments to better understand the evolving 
dynamics of sustainable consumption. It would be valuable to include cross-cultural analysis, by 
exploring how cultural factors shape green skepticism, feedback loops, and construal-goal fit in 
sustainable decision-making process. It might be interesting also to evaluate strategies for reducing 
consumer skepticism toward sustainable products, and particularly related to coffee. Investigating how 
consumer-driven circular practices (e.g., waste reduction, product reuse) influence long-term 
sustainability behaviors could deepen understanding in this area. Quantitative methods can render these 
results statistically significant and extendable (through inference). Comparative research across different 
sectors (e.g., fashion, electronics) could provide a more comprehensive understanding of sustainable 
consumption. This research underscores the complexity of the pre-purchase phase in sustainable coffee 
consumption. By exploring the interplay between self-construal, goals, skepticism, and peer influence, it 
provides a comprehensive understanding of the factors shaping consumer decisions. Addressing 
skepticism and leveraging peer-driven feedback loops are pivotal for promoting sustainable coffee 
consumption, offering valuable lessons for both academics and practitioners. The paper provides a 
roadmap for actionable strategies and future research, ensuring relevance for both academic and practical 
applications. 
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�Introduction

All over the world, current period is showing growth in luxury consump-
tion. Different factors can explain this phenomenon: new emerging mar-
kets, the democratisation of luxury, the proposition of entry-level luxury 
brands, the increasing use of digital media to communicate to luxury 
customers and the adoption of omnichannel strategies (Christodoulides 
& Michaelidou, 2022; Dobois & Duquesne, 1993; Ozuem, Ranfagni, 
et al., 2021).

The luxury market comprises various categories of products and ser-
vices, such as cars, jewellery, fashion, food and beverages, for example, 
champagne, oysters, truffle and little else. Today, many brands claim to 
be luxury brands because of the positive perception of the word luxury 
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selling well. To broaden the definition of these luxury storytellers, new 
terms such as accessible luxury have been invented to exploit the advan-
tages of the luxury label for nonluxury brands. This enlarged meaning of 
luxury occurs with many food products, such as wine and coffee. 
However, these developments have also disrupted luxury positioning, 
pushing it into extreme spheres with terms such as ‘high-luxury’ 
(Kapferer, 2017).

In recent years, the development of a new luxury segment, called high-
earners-not-rich-yet (HENRY), has also emerged, which consists of con-
sumers who currently have significant discretionary income and a high 
probability of becoming wealthy in the future. Their core values are 
authenticity, relationality and commitment to sustainable practices. As a 
result, luxury brands have begun to deliberately focus on the values shared 
by this aspirational demographic group (Deloitte, 2019). Now and look-
ing forward, sustainability is a crucial perspective for creating corporate 
value and reputation. However, more is needed to implement sustain-
ability choices because it is necessary for stakeholders to perceive those 
choices as such. Therefore, the role of communication, mainly digital 
communication, becomes essential because it allows the company to 
transform its sustainability choices into a relevant source of differentia-
tion and reputation.

Based on the literature and secondary data, the present study aims to 
analyse what and how major high-luxury coffee brands communicate 
online, paying particular attention to sustainability. Analysing the con-
tent offered by different brands on websites, which are the primary tool 
for today’s communication, a comparative framework among different 
high-luxury coffee brands is developed to understand the similarities and 
differences in luxury and sustainability communication choices.

This chapter has the following structure: After a short introduction, a 
theoretical framework goes over the luxury concept and context, the role 
of sustainability in new luxury communication and luxury in food and 
beverage. The section on high-luxury coffee proposes the definition and 
main concept dimensions about high-luxury coffee. Further, a compara-
tive analysis of high-luxury coffee brands on sustainability communica-
tion is presented with a related discussion. The conclusions wrap up 
this study.
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Theoretical Framework

�Luxury Concept and Context

Studies from different fields have proposed various theories for explain-
ing the motivation for luxury consumption, such as self-concept theory, 
conspicuous consumption, social comparison theory, theory of unique-
ness, extended self and consumer culture theory (Ko et al., 2019).

However, luxury remains a complex concept, as Berry (1994) high-
lighted with his historical investigation and conceptual analysis. Luxury 
goods are usually associated with expensiveness and rarity. However, it is 
recognised that ‘neither expense nor rarity are of themselves sufficient 
conditions for a good to be accounted a “luxury”’ (Berry, 1994, p. 5). 
Indeed, with its multidimensional meaning, it is not easy to provide a 
univocal definition for the concept of luxury. Nevertheless, common ele-
ments in the different theoretical positions are heritage, specific territory, 
exclusivity, uniqueness, aesthetic value and high price. Indeed, luxury 
products are often the result of production processing, requiring specific 
skills and instruments that are well anchored in a specific origin area and 
often nonreplicable elsewhere (Aiello et al., 2013).

Further, the perceptions of luxury differ according to the consumer’s 
lifestyle, culture, country, personal mood and other conditions (Aiello 
et  al., 2009; Davies et  al., 2012). For example, using an intercultural 
comparison, one study (Kapferer, 2015, p. 11) pointed out what luxury 
means for affluent clients in six major luxury markets: France, the US, 
China, Brazil, Germany and Japan. Many concepts, such as high quality 
and expensive, are common in all countries, even if in a different order. 
Other concepts, such as prestige, pleasure, fashion and dreams, are com-
mon only in two or three countries. Concepts such as a minority and 
intemporal are single concepts cited only in China and Japan, respectively.

Extending the concept (Wang, 2022), luxury can be defined ‘as expen-
sive and exclusive products and brands that are differentiated from other 
offers based on their exquisite design and craftsmanship, sensory appeal, 
and distinct socio-cultural narratives’ (p. 788). Indeed, ‘luxury consum-
ers do not only use luxury to signal their accumulated wealth. They are 
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also intrinsically motivated to spend resources and time on learning and 
enjoying the unique features of luxury products’ (Wang, 2022, p. 799).

These recent years have shown growth in luxury consumption all over 
the world. The luxury market consists of different categories of products 
and services. The luxury market generated more than $300  billion in 
sales worldwide in 2021 (Statista, 2022), and in 2022, the positive results 
have continued. Different factors can explain this phenomenon (Dobois 
& Duquesne, 1993): the democratisation of luxury, the proposition of 
entry-level luxury brands, the increasing use of digital media to commu-
nicate to luxury customers and the adoption of omnichannel strategies 
(Christodoulides & Michaelidou, 2022).

This growth has been driven by local consumption in some markets, 
mainly the US and China, and by online channels, which generate about 
21% of sales (Statista, 2022). The expected annual growth for the coming 
years is 5.40% (CAGR 2022–2027). The market data also allow us to 
outline the main key trends in this sector, which is characterised by the 
role of vertical marketing systems (manufacturer-owned retail), the 
increasing role of a fast-growing online channel and a pronounced shift 
in sales from established core markets in Central and Western Europe, 
North America and Japan to China and other emerging markets, such as 
India and the Middle East (Ko et al., 2019; Statista, 2022). Furthermore, 
in recent years, the development of a new luxury segment, called HENRY, 
has also emerged. This group consists of consumers with significant dis-
cretionary income and a high probability of becoming wealthy in the 
future. They have an average age of 43 and an average income of 
$136K. Among the different generations, the Millennials HENRYs are 
the biggest spenders, with an average annual spending per HENRY 
household of $86K, higher than the GenX HENRYs’ $67K. These con-
sumers also enjoy online shopping, especially for purchasing clothing and 
footwear, home furnishings, books, cosmetics, pet products, holidays, 
entertainment, toys and games. Their core values are authenticity, rela-
tionality and commitment to sustainable practices. As a result, luxury 
brands have begun to deliberately focus on the values shared by this aspi-
rational demographic group. Moreover, because HENRYs are strongly 
influenced by modern technology and social media in making their pur-
chasing decisions, luxury brands have begun to engage these customers 
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by leveraging online communication, such as websites and social media 
(Deloitte, 2019).

Over time, the luxury concept has experienced various interpretations 
and declinations of its defining values (Sandin, 2019). Today, luxury 
brands that tell old stories of exclusivity, status, indulgence and excessive 
extravagance repel more than they attract. New narratives are needed that 
maintain the brand’s elevation above the masses but connect to the 
unique psychology of the new generation luxury consumer, who is demo-
cratic and not elitist. New luxury stories that will resonate with the spirit 
of these times, with the spirit of today’s HENRY youth and the next 
luxury generation, include many thematic narratives (Slate, 2019).

�The Role of Sustainability in New 
Luxury Communication

The literature has highlighted the new trend in luxury communication 
and complexity of the relationships between luxury and sustainability in 
purchasing and consumption behaviour (Beckham & Voyer, 2014; 
Godey et al., 2016; Kapferer & Michaut-Denizeau, 2017).

The proliferation of websites and social media has created new needs to 
integrate communication, inducing luxury companies and brands to explore 
and find new interactive ways of reaching and engaging their customers 
(Godey et al., 2016). On the one hand, regarding the relationships between 
luxury and sustainability, some contributions have highlighted the fact that 
ethical conditions are significantly less critical in luxury purchasing deci-
sions than in other product categories, such as commodities, fashion and 
food. Furthermore, ethical issues have less of an impact on consumers dur-
ing the decision-making process regarding luxury products (Davies et al., 
2012; Kapferer, 2015). On the other hand, some studies highlighted that 
luxury brands have both the opportunity and the responsibility to promote 
conscious consumption, leading to the assumption that trends in ethical 
consumption will naturally transition to the creation of markets for ethical 
luxury goods (Bendell & Kleanthous, 2007; Deloitte, 2019).

The luxury industry has historically been predominantly associated 
with excessive consumerism, ultra-high costs, elitism and guilty pleasure. 
However, new generations have new values, and as a result, the attitudes 
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and expectations towards luxury brands are also changing. Ethics and 
moral values, which seem increasingly important to young consumers, 
strongly influence purchasing decisions towards sustainability. 
Environment, animal care, attention to proper production and labour 
practices, social issues and impact on local communities are relevant 
aspects that should also be considered when purchasing a product, which 
also includes luxury products. Millennials and younger generations pri-
marily consist of consumers who are more sensitive to sustainability and 
mindful of the ethical standards of brands. Young, affluent consumers 
want their favourite luxury brands to be involved in these issues, make a 
positive contribution to their ecosystem with practical actions and being 
willing to accept a price premium for those products that come from a 
sustainable and conscious brand. Because these consumers value trans-
parency and authenticity, they expect the brands they choose to share to 
reflect the same values (Deloitte, 2019).

From this new perspective, communication with which luxury brands 
convey their traditional values, and the new value of sustainability takes 
on particular significance. It is interesting to consider that the relation-
ship between the concepts of communication and sustainability can be 
manifested at three different levels (Ozuem et al., 2021; Genç, 2017): 
communication about sustainability (CAS), communication of sustain-
ability (COS) and communication for sustainability (CFR).

CAS concerns the processes in which the information, interpretations 
and opinions about sustainability are exchanged and discussed. CAS 
incorporates the perceptions of sustainability issues in that it performs 
significant functions of framing concerns and structuring facts, argu-
ments and claims by establishing a common understanding of the issue 
at play, the goals to be achieved and who is to act. These processes can be 
viewed as contentiously structured fields of symbolic interaction in which 
different actors seek to assert their interpretations of problems, explana-
tions and possible solutions. COS generally has a managerial or instru-
mental connotation. The communication process is developed in a 
one-way, sender–receiver communication flow, in which the sender fol-
lows a particular goal of communicating sustainability. In this type of 
communication, the sender, such as a corporate communicator, seeks to 
gain the audience’s attention to communicate corporate sustainability. 
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Because of the increasing demand for sustainable actions, actors can 
implement COS to defend or legitimise their behaviour. Unlike those 
methods coming before it, the concept of communication for sustain-
ability (CFS) focuses on the normative aspect of sustainability. 
Communication should include more than providing sustainability 
information and raising awareness of sustainability considerations. The 
goal of the CFS is to establish societal transformation based on the nor-
mative goals of sustainable development. CFS can share elements of COS 
and CAS, including knowledge creation, social learning and the collab-
orative development of solutions for sustainability problems.

�Luxury in Food and Beverages

Currently, the most represented categories in the luxury market are luxury 
fashion, watches and jewellery, leather goods, cosmetics and fragrances 
and eyewear (Statista, 2022). However, new products are entering this 
landscape, such as food and beverages (Sandin, 2019; van der Veen, 2003).

Regarding food, ‘luxury usually denotes foods that are desirable or 
hard to obtain but not essential to human nutrition’ (van der Veen, 2003, 
p. 405). Indeed, luxuries offer pleasure and enjoyment and are character-
ised by a qualitative refinement of an essential good. They represent an 
indulgence; in this sense, they are intentional, privileged and allow choice 
(van der Veen, 2003, p. 406). In other words, luxury food can be viewed 
as ‘those foods that are widely desired because they offer a refinement or 
qualitative improvement of a basic food and a means of distinction 
because they are not yet widely attained’ (Otero, 2018, p. 34). Food can 
be a powerful way to communicate socio-cultural messages because of its 
capacity to transcend layers of society. Knowing about food allows us to 
explore culture. Food and the way it is purchased and consumed repre-
sent a form of communication that has a rich cultural basis. All societies 
have used coded symbols that have been used in food rituals. Indeed, 
food and food preparation can act as a symbolic medium, which allows 
certain foodstuffs, above all from a hedonistic point of view, more than 
economic or functional, to become exclusive to the elite (Otero, 
2018, p. 37).
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Some studies propose examples of luxury food as wines (Beverland, 
2006), superfoods (Wiedenroth & Otter, 2021) and coffees (Li et  al., 
2022), with related on-trade services (Otero, 2018). In a study of luxury 
wine brands (Beverland, 2006), authenticity emerged as a relevant factor 
for luxury wine consumers. It consists of six attributes: heritage and pedi-
gree, stylistic consistency, quality commitments, relationship to place, 
method of production and downplaying commercial motives. Although 
these components are derived from a single industry context, it is possible 
to transfer the results to other sectors.

Another example comes from the superfood industry context. 
Superfoods are a new food category centred on traditional food products 
enriched with certain compounds (fibre, antioxidants, fatty acids and oth-
ers) considered beneficial to a person’s health. Superfoods have become 
particularly popular in developed countries with high- and middle-income 
social groups. Many consumers consider superfoods to be luxury food 
products. These new luxury foods are defined as traditional food products 
that are beneficial to a person’s health that are utilised as luxury products 
because of their above-average product price and coexistence of health-
related search and experience attributes (Wiedenroth & Otter, 2021).

Regarding coffee, for example, a study has shown that, in the Chinese 
market, the perception of luxury is based on the combination of different 
signals—such as refined visual design, layout, elegant decor and a luxuri-
ous atmosphere—and it has a positive effect on the willingness to pay a 
premium price. This effect is because of the interactions between percep-
tions of coffee quality and the high self-congruity between self-image and 
the coffee shop image. Further, for customers with high cosmopolitan-
ism, the results have shown a more substantial effect of perceived luxury 
on willingness to pay a price premium via self-congruity (Li et al., 2022).

Luxury coffee, in particular, will be the focus of the following paragraphs.
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�High-Luxury Coffee: Definition 
and Concept Dimensions

Luxury coffee is widely mentioned in the business world, especially by 
various online sites that talk about coffee. In this online communication 
context, different websites often talk about affordable luxury coffee 
(Garcia, 2022; Prince, 2021) and sometimes propose high-luxury coffee 
(Anthony, 2022; Jangro, 2022; Kovacs, 2022; Santandrea Luxury Houses, 
2022). When does coffee become high-luxury coffee? Some interesting 
considerations emerge from an online contribution, where the author 
writes that he thinks that coffee is an affordable luxury, but he thinks it 
stops becoming ‘affordable’ once it costs more per ounce (brewed) than a 
premium soda costs, per ounce, poured (Prince, 2021). Among the dif-
ferent types of coffee worldwide, some unique coffees with specific char-
acteristics can be considered high-luxury goods (Kapferer, 2017), defining 
a specific niche market. However, scientific contributions still require a 
specific definition of luxury or high-luxury coffee. Adapting the existing 
definitions of luxury foods (Otero, 2018; van der Veen, 2003), a more 
specific definition is proposed here for high-luxury coffee. High-luxury 
coffee provides particular qualitative dimensions, offering delight, enjoy-
ment, desirability and a means of distinction based on rarity and price. 
Indeed, luxury coffee is not widely attained, for availability is much lower 
than average and the price much higher than average. In this sense, high-
luxury coffee represents an indulgence in intentional and privileged plea-
sure. Using a previous contribution to luxury goods consumption (Wang, 
2022), high-luxury coffee presents specific dimensions, such as exquisite 
craft and quality, sensory appeal and socio-cultural narratives.

Exquisite craft and quality can express that luxury coffees are often the 
result of production processing requiring specific skills and instruments 
rooted in a specific origin area and that are usually nonreplicable else-
where. The sensory appeal is linked to high-luxury coffees, which present 
high sensory and hedonic value. These sensory and hedonic aspects of 
luxury coffee and related services can result in a solid and memorable 

18  High-Luxury Coffee Brands: A Comparative Analysis… 



392

consumer experience. Socio-cultural narratives are strongly connected to 
high-luxury coffee. Narratives disseminated through marketing commu-
nication can represent a codification of luxury. Typically, these narratives 
represent elite and upper-class lifestyles. However, in coffee, the narra-
tives can also represent a solid link to the specific tradition and terroir. 
Because luxury brands often have a long history, narratives can also create 
myths about the brand’s origins and stylised representations of their leg-
endary origin (Wang, 2022; Ozuem et al., 2021).

�A Comparative Analysis of High-Luxury Coffee 
Brands on Sustainability Communication

This section aims to analyse the high-luxury coffee niche market world-
wide, trying to understand how high-luxury coffee brands communicate 
their value propositions, with a specific focus on sustainability. Selecting 
high-luxury coffee was carried out by choosing the world’s most expen-
sive and rare coffees, as reported by different online sources (Anthony, 
2022; BI India Bureau, 2020; Jangro, 2022; Kovacs, 2022). Once the 
high-luxury coffees had been identified, further research was conducted 
to identify the companies commercialising them and then analyse their 
online communication on websites, here with the intent of understand-
ing the main luxury dimensions, particularly sustainability. Using sec-
ondary data from various online sources, coffees with much 
higher-than-average prices were identified, which was done by consider-
ing a minimum price of 100$/kg.1 Some factors can usually justify these 
prices for these coffees, such as rarity, quality, flavour, origin, history and 
artisanal production processes. A comparative framework of these high-
luxury coffees is provided in Table 18.1.

The first column presents the names of these coffees, sometimes 
inspired by the production area, the producing family or the production 
process. The name of the coffee does not necessarily coincide with the 
variety of beans cultivated, which includes the finest Arabica qualities. 

1 Various online sites pages offer information regarding the prices of these coffees in dollars 
(Anthony, 2022; Jangro, 2022; Kovacs, 2022) and in euros (Santandrea Luxury Houses, 2022).
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The second column shows the territory and country in which the coffee 
production occurs. The third column includes the prominent companies 
considered for analysing online communication. Although there was 
more than one company for each coffee considered, the one most rele-
vant for its online presence was chosen. The last two columns syntheti-
cally show the different value propositions and sustainability initiatives 
communicated on the company’s websites.

Based on secondary data, the following luxury coffees (CEO Magazine, 
2022; Food Processing Technology, 2014; Santandrea Luxury Houses, 
2022) emerge as part of this particular category: Black Ivory, Kopi Luwak, 
Ospina, El Injerto, St Helena, Geisha Esmeralda and Jamaican Blue 
Mountain.

Black Ivory Coffee, with a price of about 1000–2500 US $/kg (CEO 
Magazine, 2022) is considered special because of its unique production 
process, which makes it a coffee with an inimitable taste. The final prod-
uct results from the digestion of Arabica cherries by elephants living in 
the Golden Triangle Asian Elephant Foundation territory in Northern 
Thailand. To obtain about 1  kg of coffee, elephants need to consume 
about 33 kg of ‘green’ coffee. This is why its production is limited to only 
about 150 kg/year and why its cost can be so high (WION, 2022).

Kopi Luwak Coffee, with a price of about 1300  US  $/kg (CEO 
Magazine, 2022), presents a typical aroma of tea, plum and rose. A sig-
nificant factor is also, in this case, the production process. This process 
consists of extracting coffee cherries eaten, digested and defecated by 
luwak, the common palm zivet living in Southeast Asia, that selects the 
best Arabica coffee cherries for its diet, above all on the islands of Java, 
Bali and Sumatra in Indonesia (WION, 2022).

Ospina Coffee, with a price above 1000 US $/kg (CEO Magazine, 
2022), can also boast an ancient tradition. This history dates back to 
1835, when the Ospina family began cultivating Arabica Typica seeds on 
a unique territory, consisting of the volcanic slopes of the Andes in 
Colombia, producing distinctive, high-quality coffee.

El Injerto Coffee, with a price of about 1000 US $/kg (CEO Magazine, 
2022), is one of the highest quality coffees in the world, cultivated in the 
highlands of Huehuetenango in Guatemala through a meticulous process 
called the Peak Performance Process. Because of its mineral-rich 
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nonvolcanic soil and high-altitude environment, coffee from El Injerto 
farm clearly expresses terroir and should not be confused with roasters 
that label their coffees with this name but are not grown in this region. 
The Aguirre family has produced this coffee since 1874. This farm is the 
first in Guatemala to be certified carbon neutral by Rainforest Alliance 
certification (CEO Magazine, 2022).

St Helena Coffee, with a price of about 500 US $/kg (CEO Magazine, 
2022), counts on its ancient and prestigious history, which began in 1733 
when the East India Company planted the first seeds of the prestigious 
Green Tipped Bourbon coffee on the island. Even Napoleon, exiled to St 
Helena Island during that period, was a great admirer of this coffee. St 
Helena Coffee is produced on the remote island of St Helena in the 
Atlantic Ocean. The production process guarantees its quality on very 
pure land at an altitude of 720 m, which is subject to strict control. Green 
Tipped Bourbon Arabica bean is fine and delicate. It requires consider-
able care during harvesting, wet processing and roasting to ensure that all 
its quality characteristics are maintained for the enjoyment of coffee con-
noisseurs all over the world (St Helena Coffee, n.d.; The East India 
Company, n.d.).

Geisha is a blend from Panama, characterised by the flavours of ber-
ries, nuts, fruit and jasmine that mingle with each sip. The Geisha is 
produced by different producers who sell the coffee in micro lots at exor-
bitant prices, such as Hacienda la Esmeralda, at a price of about 450 US 
$/kg (CEO Magazine, 2022). This coffee, recognised and appreciated for 
its flavour and quality, is cultivated in the Boquete region and has been 
awarded the best coffee in Panama several times. Among them, Esmeralda 
Geisha 601 is sold in the US by Klatch Coffee. The price is about 
350 euros/kg. In New York, only in one restaurant, Eleven Madison Park, 
is this coffee served at the table; it is priced at about $24 per cup through 
a unique preparation process of about 10 minutes that is carried out in 
three stages using a particular skill (Santandrea Luxury Houses, 2022; 
WION, 2022).

To be so named, Jamaican Blue Mountain Coffee, with a price of 
about 100–300 $/kg, must be grown in the Jamaican Blue Mountains, at 
altitudes between 1000 m and 2000 m, in a total area of only 6000 hect-
ares. The high-altitude, significant rainfall, cold temperatures and 
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volcanic soil lead to a harvest that takes almost 10 months, which implies 
a labour-intensive process. This coffee has a very intense aroma and is 
considered a gem in the coffee universe. Underlining its scarcity and 
exclusivity, Jamaica Blue Mountain is the only coffee in the world pack-
aged in traditional, branded wooden barrels instead of jute bags 
(WION, 2022).

Some of the coffees originated from a company that historically started 
production in a specific area, often conducted by a single family for sev-
eral generations. For instance, Ospina Coffee has been produced and 
marketed since 1835 by the Ospina family in Colombia. El Injerto Coffee 
is a family business started in 1874 by the Aguirre family in Guatemala. 
Black Ivory Coffee has a more recent history since 2012, when Blake 
Dinkin founded Black Ivory Company Ltd., with the original idea of 
exploiting the berries contained in elephant faeces to obtain high-quality 
coffee. As for other types of coffee, such as Jamaican Blue Mountain, St 
Helena and Kopi Luwak, these coffees are primarily associated with spe-
cific production areas or processes. They are manufactured by different 
farms and are sold directly or indirectly to external companies responsible 
for the processing and selling of coffee, such as Kopi Luwak Direct, Blue 
Mountain Coffee Inc. and St Helena Trading (UK) Limited. Given the 
quality and rarity of some coffee varieties, they are often protected by 
legislation enacted by governments and associations to safeguard the 
authenticity of the products, as is the case for Jamaican Blue Mountain 
(http://www.ciboj.org/) and many others. The value proposition of these 
companies, which produce or sell these unique coffees, is communicated 
on their websites, aiming to highlight the distinctive features that make 
the product a luxury good.

The companies considered in the present research tend to highlight 
through digital communication the factors that distinguish them and 
express the exclusivity of their coffee: it is a rarity that makes the product 
a luxury one. The most common distinguishing features communicated 
are high quality, unmistakable taste, specific terroir characteristics, arti-
sanal production process, history and tradition. Many companies claim 
to sacrifice quantity for quality, making their products more exclusive on 
the market, consequently justifying the high price. Moreover, brands try 
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to enhance the coffee’s hedonistic and sensory character, evoking the 
image of coffee consumption as a memorable experience, a joy of life and 
luxury pleasure. Some coffee brands, such as Ospina, Hacienda La 
Esmeralda, Finca El Injerto and St Helena, which carry an ancient heri-
tage, tend to tell their stories in detail, emphasising their values, tradition 
and production process. The companies that market Black Ivory coffee 
and Kopi Luwak, on the other hand, seem to be interested in communi-
cating their exclusivity, the distinctiveness of their production process 
and the fact that they retain the most expensive coffees in the world. 
Jamaican Blue Mountain is primarily interested in communicating the 
natural characteristics of the coffee cultivated in rural areas and the 
labour-intensive production process, hence making the coffee unique 
and rare.

Regarding sustainability, the companies express different choices. 
Some of them are interested in showing their commitment to environ-
mental and social sustainability through different initiatives; others seem 
to not be interested at all in documenting their sustainable commitment 
to the extent that they do not refer to it. Black Ivory Coffee is especially 
committed to social issues, providing economic, cultural and health sup-
port to the families belonging to the Golden Triangle Asian Elephant 
Foundation, which cares for elephants, from which the company obtains 
its exceptional coffee. It is also committed to environmental protection 
and animal welfare. Finca El Injerto coffee and Hacienda la Esmeralda 
are committed to environmental and socio-economic sustainability. On 
the environmental side, they both apply initiatives such as the use of 
natural fertilisers, the employment of renewable energy, the fight against 
deforestation and eco-efficiency measures. On the social side, they sup-
port the well-being of local farmers by providing higher incomes, instruc-
tion, health care and subsistence. St Helena Coffee merely emphasises its 
environmental commitment briefly. Ospina Coffee and Jamaica Blue 
Mountain Coffee need to explicitly communicate their sustainable com-
mitment on their websites, redirecting their communication towards 
other value propositions mentioned above. A current problem faced by 
Kopi Luwak zivet coffee concerns exploiting these animals for produc-
tion purposes. For example, Kopi Luwak Direct focuses on communicat-
ing the freedom of the zivets and creation of an ecosystem that safeguards 
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the environment and animals. Companies that do not discuss sustain-
ability may see this factor as nonrelevant to their luxury value proposition 
or even as counterproductive.

�Conclusion

The present study has aimed to contribute to the knowledge of high-
luxury coffee, which is aimed at a niche that is expanding because of the 
combined effect of various factors, including the emergence of new mar-
kets, new digital technologies for communication and e-commerce and 
young wealthy and mindful consumers. In this context, the characteris-
tics that traditionally define luxury products are being joined by the 
emergence of the role of sustainability, the role of which for luxury is rela-
tively new and still debated. The present study has intended to identify 
the principal high-luxury coffees, gain a deeper understanding of them 
and analyse the dimensions of luxury and sustainability communicated 
on websites by the prominent companies offering such products. 
Identifying high-luxury coffees was relatively easy because different web-
sites often proposed and talked about high-luxury coffee. Comparing 
prices, however, was more challenging because of the considerable vari-
ability in prices across different sites, years, companies, coffee variants 
and others. Choosing the company most representative of the particular 
type of high-luxury coffee or territory was also quite complex because the 
information is only sometimes displayed on websites. For example, it was 
not easy to fully understand the competitive environment of the different 
coffee growing and producing areas or the type of business activity 
between production and distribution. Then, from the websites of the dif-
ferent companies considered, some data about the dimensions of luxury 
and sustainability communicated to the public were collected.

The following picture emerges from the comparison of information: 
high-luxury coffees can be distinguished between products obtained from 
a particular process, through the extraction of coffee cherries before being 
eaten, digested and defecated by animals and more traditional products 
usually obtained from an artisanal production process.
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From a communication point of view, all companies emphasise the 
luxury dimensions, which are synthetically connected to the characteris-
tics of exquisite craft and quality, sensory appeal and socio-cultural nar-
ratives (Wang, 2022) to generate a memorable experience. Some coffee 
brands, such as Ospina, Hacienda La Esmeralda, Finca El Injerto and St 
Helena, which carry an ancient heritage, tend to tell their story in detail, 
emphasising their values, tradition and production process. The compa-
nies selling Black Ivory and Kopi Luwak coffee, on the other hand, seem 
to be interested in communicating their exclusivity, emphasising the fact 
that they retain the most expensive coffees in the world and the distinc-
tiveness of their coffee, which derives from a unique production process. 
Blue Mountain Inc. is primarily interested in communicating the natural 
characteristics of the rural area where their coffee is cultivated that make 
the coffee so unique and rare.

Regarding sustainability, the companies considered in the present 
study communicated this element differently. Two brands, Ospina Coffee 
and Blue Mountain, do not seem interested in documenting their com-
mitment to sustainability and do not refer to it. One company, St Helena, 
seems interested in exclusively pointing out environmental sustainability. 
All other brands are interested in showing their commitment to environ-
mental and social sustainability through different initiatives.

The present study presents the results of exploratory research, which 
has some limits. It is based only on secondary data. To improve the 
knowledge of these aspects, first, qualitative and, then, quantitative 
research could integrate the findings in a rigorous methodological pro-
cess. However, these first findings can also help develop a framework for 
a topic on which more needs to be studied and written. Furthermore, this 
analysis offers an interesting perspective on what companies could design 
to improve value communication, both for luxury characteristics and sus-
tainability dimensions, towards customers and stakeholders. This 
improvement could support companies, territories and communities 
from economic, environmental and social perspectives. Nowadays and 
looking forward, sustainability is a relevant point of view for creating 
brand value and reputation for high-luxury companies and brands. In 
this context, as previously highlighted, the role of communication, 

18  High-Luxury Coffee Brands: A Comparative Analysis… 



402

primary digital communication, becomes essential because it can allow 
the company to transform its sustainability choices into a relevant source 
of differentiation, reputation and competitive advantage.
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Chapter 2. Sustainable consumption in the wine sector: a focus on 
consumer confusion 
 
Paper 3: 
 

Exploring Consumer Confusion in Sustainable Wine Purchasing: 
 Insights from Italian Consumers 

 
 

Abstract 

This study investigates how consumers perceive and respond to sustainability propositions in the wine 
sector, focusing on consumer confusion as a key challenge. Despite global growth in sustainable wine 
production, this market remains niche, with significant gaps in consumer knowledge about 
agricultural practices, quality standards, and certification reliability. These gaps often lead to 
confusion, affecting purchasing behavior. Applying the consumer confusion model (Mitchell, Walsh, 
and Yamin, 2005), this research conceptualizes confusion as a failure to process product-related 
information due to factors such as information overload, ambiguity, and similarity. A quantitative 
questionnaire administered to 120 Italian wine consumers was analyzed using multivariate statistical 
methods in R software. The findings reveal that consumer confusion is primarily driven by 
information overload and ambiguity, with product similarity playing a lesser role. Factors like product 
knowledge and the shopping environment significantly influence confusion, while involvement 
appears to have little impact. Coping strategies, including sharing or delegating the purchase decision, 
postponing, or abandoning purchases, are common responses, with consequences such as negative 
word of mouth and reduced brand loyalty. This study provides valuable insights for addressing 
consumer confusion in the sustainable wine market. 

Keywords: Sustainable Wine; Consumer Confusion; Italian Consumers; Purchase process; 
Sustainability Communication. 

 

Introduction 

The wine sector is undergoing a significant transformation driven by complex sustainability 
challenges on one side and an increasing consumers' interest in sustainable products on the other side 
(Corbo et al., 2014; Pickering, 2023; Schaufele & Hamm, 2017; Sgroi et al., 2023; Sogari et al., 
2016). Environmental issues include carbon footprints, resource consumption, pollution, and 
ecosystem conservation. The main socio-economic concerns relate to working conditions and social 
equity within wineries, including community development and cultural terroir heritage preservation 
(Baiano et al., 2021; Corbo et al., 2016; Sgroi et al., 2023). Simultaneously, wine consumers show 
increasing sustainability awareness and involvement (Pickering, 2023; Schaufele & Hamm, 2017; 
Sgroi et al., 2023). Over time, companies in the wine sector have developed a broad set of sustainable 
wine variants, such as organic, biodynamic, and natural wine. Organic wine results from sustainable 
viticulture practices that avoid using artificial chemicals (Capitiello & Sirieix, 2019; Lanfranchi, 
2019). Biodynamic and natural wine similarly stem from a viticulture process treating the vineyard 



as a living ecosystem (Baiano, 2021; Sgroi et al., 2023). Although these categories can only partially 
be considered sustainable wines, consumers tend to consider them as synonyms of sustainable wine. 
The multidimensional meaning of sustainability and the variety of products on the market can result 
in different perceptions, attitudes, and choice decisions (Schäufele & Hamm, 2017). Wine consumers 
apply trade-offs between sustainability and other value attributes when purchasing wine. Companies 
have to integrate sustainability into their strategies through Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR), 
which implies a conscious commitment to achieving corporate goals in a long-term perspective. In 
the wine sector, sustainability is often limited to environmental protection, even if it should include 
social, economic, cultural, and intangible aspects, such as heritage and tradition. Companies' 
sustainability commitment does not translate into value creation through enhanced reputation and 
brand image if consumers do not adequately perceive it. For these reasons, the wine sector represents 
a relevant field of study. 

The primary objective of this research is to investigate the role of confusion in the consumer decision-
making process when purchasing sustainable wines. Specifically, the research addresses the 
following questions: 

• What are the primary motivations for sustainable wine purchasing? And what are, instead, the 
reasons for not purchasing it? 

• What are the main antecedents of consumer confusion? 
• Which mediating or moderating factors are significantly related with consumer confusion? 
• In cases of confusion, what reduction strategies might consumers adopt when purchasing 

sustainable wines?  
• What consequences might arise from such consumer confusion coping strategies? 

The present study seeks to offer new insights into consumer purchase behavior in the organic wine 
market through the interpretative consumer confusion of Mitchell et al. (2005). This research extends 
the work of De Luca et al. (2023), who presented early findings on consumer confusion about 
sustainable wine purchases. Several studies highlighted consumers' interest in sustainable wines. 
However, consumers perceive an information gap about agricultural practices, quality, sustainability 
evaluation criteria, and certification's reliability that leads them to a state of confusion affecting their 
purchasing choices (Capitello et al., 2021; Delmas & Grant, 2014; Forbes et al., 2009; Heinzle & 
Wüstenhagen 2012; Mariani & Vastola 2015; Szolnoki, 2013; Zucca et al., 2009). Consumer 
confusion is defined as "consumer failure to develop a correct interpretation of various facets of a 
product/service during the information processing procedure" (Turnbull et al., 2000, p.145). 
Confusion is then conceived as an altered state of knowledge due to overstimulation, low 
differentiation of supply, and inadequate information. The main dimensions of the consumer 
confusion model include the antecedent factors (overload, ambiguity, and similarity of information), 
the mediating and moderating variables (e.g., knowledge, involvement, shopping environment), some 
possible strategies for consumers to reduce confusion (e.g., reducing choice options, seeking 
additional information, delegating the purchase decision) and various consequences (abandonment or 
postponement of the decision, dissatisfaction, word-of-mouth). Methodologically, quantitative 
research was conducted to analyze model dimensions of consumer confusion on a reasoned sample 
of 120 Italian buyers of sustainable wine. Based on multivariate methods, data analysis was conducted 
using the statistical software R. The paper is structured as follows. The first section aims to draw a 



synthetic picture of the global and Italian sustainable wine industry. The literature review delves into 
the consumer decision-making process and consumption of sustainable wine, focusing on consumer 
confusion. The theoretical model is then quantitatively analyzed on the research sample data, and the 
results are presented in the following section. Finally, the discussion highlights the most relevant 
aspect compared to the literature in this context. The conclusion will provide a resume of the whole 
content by providing a suitable answer to the proposed research questions. Theoretical and managerial 
implications are also explored by evidencing the limitations and the suggestions for future studies.  

The sustainable wine industry: an overview 

Severe sustainability challenges undermine the wine sector. The main environmental issues regard 
carbon footprints, excessive use of fertilizers and agrochemicals, greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions 
(during cultivation, winemaking, and distribution), wastewater management, energy consumption 
(particularly for heat transfer operations, bottle production, and distribution), solid waste generation 
(both organic and inorganic), and ecosystems conservation (Corbo, 2016; Pickering, 2023; Schaufele 
& Hamm, 2017). Socio-economic concerns relate to working conditions and social equity within 
wineries (Baiano et al., 2021; Corbo et al., 2016; Sgroi et al., 2023). Critical factors regard local 
community development and cultural heritage preservation tied to the territory (Sgroi et al., 2023). In 
2004, the International Organisation of Vine and Wine (OIV) defined sustainable viticulture as a 
"comprehensive approach" that integrates economic sustainability, environmental protection, product 
quality, consumer safety, and cultural and ecological heritage preservation. Subsequent OIV revisions 
of this definition emphasized balanced economic viability, social equity, and environmental health 
across the entire production chain, including grapes, wine, spirits, and other vine-based products 
(OIV, 2016). Wineries aspiring to be sustainable must align with the triple bottom line, addressing 
environmental, economic, and social dimensions (Gilinsky et al., 2016). However, approaches to 
sustainability vary significantly across producers and countries (Santini et al., 2013; Spielmann, 
2017).  

Among sustainable wine variants, only Organic wine is regulated by specific legislation. However, 
the definition of organic wine and its regulations vary across countries (Cravero, 2019). 
Internationally, production systems are generally strictly regulated, prohibiting synthetic fertilizers, 
pesticides, and genetically modified organisms (GMOs). In Italy, organic wine is produced 
exclusively from organically cultivated grapes and authorized winemaking processes, avoiding 
synthetic chemicals. Producers meeting these criteria can use the EU organic logo (Mancini & 
Carrega, 2021). Biodynamic wine was developed in the 1920s and involves a holistic approach to 
agriculture. Remarkably, the production process emphasizes harmony with nature and rejects 
chemical inputs in favor of specific biodynamic preparations. This method aims to produce naturally 
resilient and high-quality plants (Mancini & Carrega, 2021; Vastola, 2008). The globally recognized 
standard for Biodynamic wines is Demeter certification. Typically, biodynamic wines are both 
organic and Demeter-certified. Natural wine is a variant of sustainable wine that originated in the 
early 20th century in France and is made from organically grown grapes. Natural wine undergoes 
spontaneous fermentation without chemical additives or invasive processes. Natural wines' 
production philosophy aims at minimizing chemical interventions and preserving terroir identity. 
Associations such as Raw Wine, the Association des Vins Naturels, and S.A.I.N.S. define natural 
wine in various ways. However, natural wine lacks formal regulatory standards (Grape, 2021). 



Although these different types of sustainable wine significantly contribute to environmental 
conservation, they do not fully ensure environmental, social, and economic sustainability (Vinrà, 
2021). 

Stanbury (2024) reported the continually evolving process of the wine sector in recent years. 
Sustainable practices are expanding from the vineyard and winery to the entire value chain. Attention 
is shifting towards regenerative agricultural practices and the reduction of carbon footprints. 
Sustainability practices like precision viticulture, involving advanced technologies to optimize 
resource use (e.g., water, fertilizers) and reduce environmental impacts, represent a trend in the sector. 
Other sustainable activities include using lighter bottles, eco-friendly packaging, and efficient energy 
management to reduce carbon footprint (Pickering, 2023). Stanbury (2024) emphasized the 
importance of addressing packaging and logistics. Lightweight wine bottles are considered crucial 
for reducing the carbon footprint. The OIV report (2023) observed that the global wine sector is 
undergoing a critical phase, including historically low production levels and rising prices. These 
difficulties were exacerbated by global inflationary pressures that began in 2022. The global vineyard 
area continued to decline, decreasing by 0.5% compared to 2022, reaching 7.2 million hectares. This 
episode marked the third consecutive year of decline caused by vineyard removals in major wine-
growing regions across both hemispheres. Global wine production in 2023 amounted to 237 million 
hectoliters, the lowest level since 1961, with a 10% decrease compared to 2022. This reduction was 
primarily due to extreme weather conditions and fungal diseases (OIV, 2023). Global wine 
consumption in 2023 was estimated at 221 million hectoliters, representing a 2.6% decrease compared 
to 2022. This decline was attributed to increased production and distribution costs, leading to higher 
consumer prices and reduced purchasing power. The international wine trade in 2023 was affected 
by rising prices. Despite a decrease in total exported volume to 99 million hectoliters, exports reached 
€36 billion. The average export price per liter of wine reached a record high of €3.62, marking a 29% 
increase since 2020. This increase was mainly due to higher costs incurred by producers, importers, 
and distributors from global inflationary pressures (OIV, 2023). Geographically, variations in 
production were notable. In the Northern Hemisphere, wine production in the European Union 
decreased by 10.6% in 2023 compared to 2022, totaling 144.5 million hectoliters, the second-lowest 
volume recorded this century. France emerged as the world's largest producer in 2023, with 48 million 
hectoliters, followed by Italy and Spain. In the Southern Hemisphere, wine production declined 
significantly by 15.4%, totaling 47 million hectoliters in 2023. Regarding major exporters, Italy, 
Spain, and France accounted for around 60% of the global export volume and value. The leading 
importers were Germany, the United Kingdom, and the United States, representing nearly 40% of the 
total imported volume and value (OIV, 2023).  

Numerous sustainability standards exist in the wine sector. Stanbury (2024) proposes a Global 
Reference Framework (GRF) to compare and harmonize these standards as a reference for good 
practices that address greenwashing. Certifications play a critical role in the sustainable wine sector. 
Various public and private standards and certification schemes provide detailed guidelines on 
sustainable wine production's environmental, social, and economic aspects. At the international level, 
the WOS (Wine Observatory on Sustainability) aims to coordinate experiences and practices in 
sustainable viticulture. The Sustainable Wine Roundtable (SWR) is developing a global standard to 
define sustainability in the wine sector. Furthermore, organizations such as the FIVS (International 
Federation of Wines and Spirits) and the OIV (International Organization of Vine and Wine) are 



relevant in the sector. Environmental certifications focus on reducing environmental impact through 
parameters such as water and carbon footprint (Sgroi et al., 2023). Sustainable wines are usually 
identified by labels and marks that communicate the producer's practices to consumers (Baiano, 2021; 
Schaufele & Hamm, 2017; Sgroi et al., 2023; Sogari et al., 2016). Eco-labels in the wine sector can 
be categorized into Organic, Biodynamic, and sustainable certifications with a specific focus. Some 
certifications focus on specific aspects of sustainability, such as energy reduction, natural resource 
conservation, and wildlife protection (e.g., California Sustainable Winegrowing Certification and 
Sustainable Winegrowing New Zealand). There are carbon footprint reduction labels, social and 
ethical labels, such as Fair Trade, Regional Certifications that promote sustainability in a particular 
area (e.g., SOStain Sicily), and Collective Marks that group producers who adopt sustainable 
practices (e.g., "New Green Revolution"). These labels help reduce information asymmetry between 
producers and consumers by providing information on sustainable product characteristics.  
 
The sustainable wine industry in Italy 

Italy is one of the world's leading consumer countries (Millésime Bio, 2020). Consumers' preferences 
mainly focus on organic wine. Consumers stated they are willing to spend about 10 % more on organic 
wines than conventional ones (Federvini, 2022). Organic wine consumption by Italian consumers had 
a 60 % increase from 2019 to 2021, reaching an estimated value of about 50 million euros. In 2021, 
87 % of Italian residents consumed wine on at least one occasion, and 51 % purchased organic wine. 
The positive consumption trend result is relevant compared to the 2% value in 2013. However, Italian 
per capita consumption amounted to 64 euros per year in 2022, much lower than that of other 
countries such as Germany, France, Switzerland, and Denmark (Wine News, 2022). The growth 
potential for sustainable (organic) wine is positively influenced by the increasing relevance of 
distribution channels, such as the Great Organized Distribution (GDO). In 2021, GDO organic wine 
sales amounted to 46.5 million euros, increasing by 3.7% over the previous year. Additionally, e-
commerce (e.g., Amazon) sales of sustainable wine reached 895 thousand euros, a 13.4% increase 
over 2020. In Italy, 21% of consumers believe organic wine will be among the main consumption 
trends for the next two years. Other countries are even more optimistic (46% of US consumers, 39% 
of UK consumers, 35% of Chinese, 32% of Australians and 25% of French).  

Despite these positive results, organic wine remains a niche market, covering about 3.5% of the total 
quantity purchased globally (Sinab, 2021). Sustainability challenges threaten the viability of the 
sector. In 2023, Italy's vineyard area totaled 720,000 hectares, reflecting a slight increase of 0.2% 
compared to 2022. However, Italian wine production experienced a significant decrease of 23.2% 
compared to 2022, amounting to 38.3 million hectoliters, the lowest level since 1950. This decline 
was primarily due to heavy rainfall and fungal diseases. Italian wine consumption in 2023 was 21.8 
million hectoliters, a 2.5% decrease compared to 2022 and a 5.8% reduction compared to the five-
year average. Italy imported 2.0 million hectoliters of wine in 2023, representing a slight increase of 
0.6% compared to 2022. However, the value of imports rose by 18.7%. Bulk wine constituted a 
significant portion (82%) of the total imported volume.  
In response to sustainability challenges, programs in Italy promote sustainability in the wine sector. 
The VIVA program (Assessment of the Environmental Impact of Viticulture) offers sustainability 
certification for consumers, using labels with QR codes that allow traceability of company 
performance. VIVA measures sustainability performance through four indicators: air, water, 



vineyard, and territory. SOStain is a regional certification program that promotes sustainable practices 
and the well-being of workers and consumers in Sicily. Other initiatives include Tergeo by the UIV 
(Italian Wine Union). 
 
Literature Review 
 
Sustainability in the global wine industry has gained significant interest at both theoretical and 
operational levels (Gilinsky et al., 2016; Pomarici et al., 2014; Santini et al., 2013; Sinab, 2021). This 
section aims to present the phenomenon of consumer confusion in sustainable wine purchasing and 
consumption choices. First, the section summarizes relevant literature contributions, which have 
empirically examined the sustainable wine purchasing process. Particular attention is devoted to the 
factors that mainly contribute to the emergence of confusion at the pre-purchase stage. Then, the 
section reviews the strategies consumers adopt to reduce confusion and lead them to the final choice 
of purchase or non-purchase, with some consequences. Finally, the discussion shifts to evaluating 
theoretical approaches used to explain the buying process of sustainable products, focusing on 
consumer confusion patterns.  
 
Information processing complexity: the origin of confusion 
 
Sustainable wine—often described as resulting from environmentally friendly, socially equitable, and 
economically viable practices—poses challenges for consumers due to its complexity and varied 
interpretations (Gilinsky et al., 2016; Sellers-Rubio & Nicolau-Gonzalbez, 2016). Terms such as 
"organic," "biodynamic," and "natural" wines are frequently conflated with sustainable wine, 
compounding confusion (Hughner et al., 2007; Olsen et al., 2012; Siderer et al., 2005). Additionally, 
the lack of a universally accepted definition of sustainability and the proliferation of heterogeneous 
regulations and certifications further complicate consumer choices (Szolnoki et al., 2011). The 
overwhelming number of labels and logos can confuse consumers, leading to difficulty in processing 
information and making informed decisions. Many consumers are skeptical of "green" claims due to 
unclear or excessive information and instances of greenwashing, with companies exploiting interest 
in sustainability with vague or incomplete information. The absence of EU legislation regulating the 
term "sustainability" in wine, unlike for organic wine, complicates consumers understanding (Baiano 
et al., 2021; Maesano et al., 2019; Sgroi et al., 2023; Ugaglia et al., 2021). Relevant studies highlight 
the prevalence of confusion regarding terminology, practices, and certifications in sustainable wine. 
Certifications and eco-labels aim to bridge the information gap between producers and consumers, 
supporting responsible consumption behaviors (Pomarici & Vecchio, 2014; Rubio et al., 2016; Sgroi 
et al., 2023; Sogari et al., 2016). However, their proliferation can overwhelm consumers, making it 
harder to discern product differences. Eco-labels often fail to effectively communicate their value, 
leading to perceptions of irrelevance or ambiguity (Delmas & Lessem, 2015; Ginon et al., 2014). 
Limited consumer knowledge about viticulture, winemaking techniques, and certifications challenge 
purchase decisions (Capitello & Sirieix, 2019; Mariani & Vastola, 2015; Zucca et al., 2009). 
Sustainability is often perceived as a marketing strategy tailored to exploit short-term trends, with 
numerous labels emerging to capitalize on consumer interest (Pagliarini et al., 2013). While 
consumers are generally willing to pay a premium for environmentally friendly or health-conscious 
wines, their perceptions and willingness to pay (WTP) vary significantly across countries and 
contexts (Baiano, 2021; Lanfranchi, 2019; McCullough et al., 2012). Producers aiming to appeal to 



sustainability-conscious consumers must align their offerings with consumer needs to mitigate 
confusion. 
 
Literature evidence in the sustainable wine decision-making process 
 
Empirical studies reveal that consumers apply complex trade-offs when purchasing sustainable wine. 
Various factors significantly influence sustainable wine choices. Price sensitivity is a decisive factor, 
with studies showing a premium WTP of 12% to 21% for sustainable wines (Barreiro-Hurlé et al., 
2008; Sellers-Rubio, 2016). However, increased knowledge may reduce the premium WTP (Rubio, 
2016). Consumer knowledge plays a critical role in shaping purchasing decisions for sustainable 
wine. Limited understanding of viticulture, winemaking practices, logos, and the associated 
certifications often provoke uncertainty and influence consumer choices (Capitello & Sirieix, 2019; 
Ugaglia et al., 2021). Research suggests that higher knowledge levels about sustainability practices 
increase the likelihood of purchasing sustainable wines (Maesano et al., 2019; Wiedmann et al., 
2014). However, paradoxically, higher consumer knowledge and expertise may result in lower 
willingness to pay (WTP) premiums for sustainable wines (Rubio, 2016). Conversely, consumers 
who fail to perceive significant differences between conventional and sustainable wines are less likely 
to purchase sustainable alternatives, further underscoring the need for clear, accessible information 
(Rubio, 2016; Maesano et al., 2019). Consumer involvement significantly shapes wine purchase 
decisions, reflecting the degree of interest and engagement in decision-making. Environmental 
consciousness is a significant motivator for high-involvement consumers, which drives them to 
purchase sustainable wines to support environmentally friendly producers (Barber et al., 2009; 
Lockshin et al., 2016; Maesano et al., 2019; Rubio, 2016). Additionally, ethical or charitable attributes 
associated with sustainable wines often appeal to these consumers, who view such purchases as a 
means of supporting the local economy (Mesano et al., 2019; Pomarici & Vecchio, 2014). Highly 
motivated consumers tend to critically evaluate product attributes, including certifications and labels, 
enhancing informed decision-making. However, the deeper scrutiny of sustainability claims 
potentially amplifies consumers' skepticism in case of unclear or inconsistent information (Pickering, 
2023). Moreover, these consumers prioritize sustainability and persistently overcome confusion to 
align their choices with personal and ethical values (Maesano et al., 2019). Conversely, low-
involvement consumers often exhibit less interest and lower willingness to pay for sustainable wines. 
These consumers rely on extrinsic cues, such as price, awards, or brand reputation, simplifying their 
decision-making process. Involvement mediates the complexity of decision-making and determines 
consumers' ability and willingness to engage with sustainability-related information. Consumers who 
strongly value sustainability demonstrate a greater capacity to navigate confusion and actively seek 
out the information needed to make informed purchases, while those with lower involvement are 
more vulnerable to the challenges posed by unclear or excessive stimuli (Lockshin, 2012; Lockshin 
et al., 2016; Maesano et al., 2019; Pickering, 2023). Marjcic et al. (2021) found that health-conscious 
consumers may prefer extrinsic quality cues such as sustainable certifications. Many consumers 
perceive organic wines as healthier and safer, driving their purchase decisions (Maesano et al., 2019; 
Marjcic, 2021; Wiedmann et al., 2014). Consumers' trust in the winery, retailer, certification, or 
specific label helps simplify decisions (Maesano et al., 2019; Schaufele & Hamm, 2017). Some 
consumers do not believe sustainable wines have environmental benefits over conventional wines, 
and some perceive eco-labeled wines as lower quality (Maesano et al., 2019). Sensory attributes such 
as taste and flavor significantly affect consumer preferences (Pickering, 2023; Schmit et al., 2012). 



Socio-demographic factors such as age, gender, income, and education further moderate purchasing 
behaviors (Maesano et al., 2019). The context in which the wine is purchased can influence consumer 
perception and choice (Schaufele & Hamm, 2017). Consumers may search for more online and offline 
information from wine sellers or on labels (Lichy et al., 2023; Maesano et al., 2019). Consumers may 
focus on a single factor, such as price, to avoid the complexity of sustainable labels (Maesano et al., 
2019). When confusion is too high, consumers may abandon the purchase. Consumers might 
postpone their purchases until they feel better informed (Schaufele & Hamm, 2017). Some consumers 
might prefer conventional wines due to a lack of clarity or perceived higher prices of sustainable 
alternatives (Lichy et al., 2023). Prolonged confusion can erode trust in sustainability claims, 
negatively affecting future purchases (Schaufele & Hamm, 2017; Maesano et al., 2019). 
Environmental friendliness alone slightly affects organic wine preferences, resulting from complex 
attribute trade-offs (Schaufele & Hamm, 2017; Maesano et al., 2019). 
 
Theoretical approaches to consumer confusion 
 
Consumer confusion is an increasingly prominent issue across various sectors, particularly in high-
complexity and high-involvement purchases such as organic wine. The growing variety of products 
and the extensive information producers provide can overwhelm consumers, leading to an overload 
of stimuli. This situation may result in stress, frustration, and difficulties in decision-making, which, 
in turn, negatively affect business performance and competitiveness. Consumer confusion is a 
multidimensional construct encompassing cognitive, affective, and behavioral dimensions. Adopting 
a consumer behavior perspective, Mitchell et al. (2005) defined consumer confusion as a mental state 
of impaired knowledge caused by excessive stimuli, low differentiation in offerings, and ambiguous 
or incomprehensible information. This mental state, whether consciously or unconsciously 
experienced, encompasses cognitive, affective, and behavioral dimensions. Over the past two 
decades, marketing literature has increasingly addressed consumer confusion through diverse 
theoretical lenses. These include the appraisal theory of emotions (Anninou, 2018), the behavioral 
perspective (Anninou & Foxall, 2019), the information overload theory (Özkan & Tolon, 2015), and 
sophisticated interpretative models such as the stimulus-organism-response framework (Mitchell et 
al., 2005; Turnbull et al., 2000; Walsh et al., 2007). 
Schäufele and Hamm (2017) employed the Alphabet Theory, emphasizing how values, beliefs, and 
norms influence consumer attitudes and how contextual factors impact purchasing decisions. 
Pickering (2023) applied the Transtheoretical Model of Behavioral Change (TTM) to evaluate 
consumer engagement with sustainable wine and identify key predictors of both action and inaction. 
Lockshin and Hall (2003) utilized a means-end chain approach and laddering interview techniques to 
investigate differences in wine purchasing attitudes between buyers and non-buyers of organic wines. 
These approaches have been widely adopted in subsequent studies (Lim et al., 2020; Lockshin et al., 
2012; Rubio, 2016) to assess consumer willingness to pay (WTP) for sustainability-related attributes. 
The proposed models highlight three primary categories of informational stimuli that contribute to 
consumer confusion: excessive information (overload confusion), similar information (similarity 
confusion), and unclear or ambiguous information (ambiguity confusion) (Mitchell et al., 2005; 
Turnbull et al., 2000; Walsh et al., 2007). Overload confusion arises when consumers struggle to 
process an overwhelming amount of information, impeding their ability to understand, compare, and 
evaluate alternatives. Similarity confusion occurs when product attributes are perceived as highly 
comparable, with great difficulty distinguishing among different product types and brands. 



Ambiguity confusion stems from unclear, misleading, or contradictory information, making 
interpretation and decision-making more difficult. Consumers aiming to select a wine that aligns with 
their sustainability criteria frequently face challenges in processing this extensive information, 
differentiating between highly similar options, and navigating potential ambiguities. As depicted in 
Figure 1, individual and contextual factors mediate and moderate confusion stimuli, exacerbating or 
alleviating the confusion state. Consumers may employ various strategies to reduce uncertainty. 
These strategies include clarifying their purchase goals, seeking additional information, narrowing 
their choice set, or delegating decision-making to others. The outcomes of these strategies can vary, 
encompassing purchase decisions, withdrawal or postponement of purchases, brand loyalty, post-
purchase satisfaction, and word-of-mouth communication. 
 

 
Figure 1. Consumer confusion model (Mitchell et al., 2005). Source: personal elaboration 

 
 
 
Methodology 
 
This research employs a quantitative methodology. Data have been collected through a questionnaire 
developed on the Google Forms platform. Following a pre-test phase with a small sample of 
participants, the questionnaire was distributed via various Facebook and Telegram groups and online 
messaging applications targeting wine consumers residing in Italy. The questionnaire's design 
followed the model proposed by Mitchell et al. (2005) and is divided into three sections. The first 
section explored respondents' awareness of sustainable wines, purchasing behaviors, and the 
motivations behind these choices. The second section, specifically targeting sustainable wine 
consumers, examined specific model dimensions using Likert and semantic differential scales. 
Specifically, this research analyzed a reasoned subset of variables of the consumer confusion of 
Mitchell et al. (2005), as shown in Figure 2. Specifically, the study includes the three antecedents of 
confusion ('similarity,' 'overload' and 'ambiguity' of information), mediators ('knowledge,' and 
'involvement'), moderators (shopping environment), specific confusion coping strategies ('seek 
additional information,' 'narrow down the set of alternatives', 'abandon purchase,' 'postpone purchase,' 
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‘share or delegate purchase'), and determined consequences of confusion ('negative word of mouth,' 
'dissatisfaction,' and 'decreased brand loyalty'). The third section gathered socio-demographic 
information from all respondents. The survey data were collected in two phases: the first during 2021 
and the second throughout 2023. A total of 200 responses were gathered, with approximately equal 
representation from each phase. Data analysis involved statistical methods to describe the distribution 
of the variables of interest and assess their correlations, applying suitable indices through Excel and 
R software. 
 

 
Figure 2. Consumer confusion of Mitchell et al. (2005), adapted for the scope of the research. Source: personal elaboration 

Data Analysis 

Univariate descriptive statistical analyses were initially performed using Excel to examine the socio-
demographic characteristics of respondents, providing an overview of the sample. The subsequent 
analysis focused on the first section of the questionnaire, exploring consumer awareness, motivations, 
and purchase or non-purchase choices regarding sustainable wine. The dataset was then transferred 
to R software for a deeper statistical analysis of items' Likert scores. The analysis progressed from 
the aggregate dimensions of the consumer confusion model (constructs) to a more refined, item-level 
analysis. Finally, relevant correlation indexes were calculated to examine the relationships among the 
main dimensions of the consumer confusion model. Specifically, Spearman's rank correlation and 
Kendall's tau correlation indexes were employed. These rank-based methods prove suitable for 
analyzing ordinal data, such as Likert scale scores, and their robustness in handling non-parametric 
distributions. Kendall's tau was chosen for its precision in estimating relationships within limited 
sample sizes, while Spearman's rank correlation was used to capture monotonic relationships 
effectively. The preliminary Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) permitted the assessment of the 
empirical fit of the collected data with the theoretical consumer confusion model, allowing for further 
statistical analyses. This step ensured that the constructs were consistent with the hypothesized 
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framework, further validating the robustness of the model in explaining the consumer confusion 
phenomenon in sustainable wine purchasing. 

Results 

The sample was composed almost exclusively of Italian nationals (97.4 %), except for five persons 
of foreign nationality. In any case, all respondents were residing in Italy, predominantly in the North-
East (40%), followed by the Islands (25%), the North-West (17%), the Center (12%), and the South 
(7%). The gender distribution of respondents is relatively balanced, with 53% identifying as women 
and 47% as men. The age distribution of respondents revealed a concentration of young participants, 
with over 50% of the sample falling within the 20–28 age range. The distribution appeared more 
evenly spread across older age groups (around 40% within the 29-59 age range), with a notable 
decline in participation among respondents over 60 (10%). These findings align with literature 
suggesting that younger consumers and women are generally more receptive to sustainability themes 
and ethical consumption (Carrigan & Szmigin, 2006; Wiederhold & Martinez, 2018). The education 
level scenario indicated that 58% hold a high or middle school diploma, while 42% had completed 
an undergraduate or postgraduate degree, suggesting a relatively well-educated sample. Wiedmann 
et al. (2014) suggest that higher education levels are positively associated with greater environmental 
awareness and more informed purchasing decisions (Wiedmann et al., 2014). Sample job categories 
included students (37%), employees (36%), Freelancers/Self-Employed (18%), Unemployed (7%), 
and Retired (4%). The wealth distribution of respondents shows that 67% reported income levels 
around the average, while 17% fell below the mean and 16% above it.  

Exploring consumers preferences in sustainable wine purchase  

The first section of the questionnaire started by asking participants about their personal understanding 
of sustainable wine, with the option to select one or more responses. Most respondents (75.92%) 
associate sustainable wine with environmentally friendly wine production, highlighting the 
dominance of environmental factors in consumer understanding. A significant portion also identifies 
it with the broader category of sustainable wine (40.84%). Organic wine (38.22%) was the third most 
selected option, followed by biodynamic wine (17.80%), which indicates that some consumers 
associate "green" with specific certified practices. Only 13.09% linked sustainable wine to being less 
harmful to human health, suggesting that health-related attributes are less central in consumer 
perceptions. Finally, the "Other" category (7.33%) included varied and nuanced responses, indicating 
that a small group holds unique or less conventional views on what constitutes sustainable wine. 
Respondents mentioned technical features such as indigenous yeasts, minimal filtration, low sulfite 
levels, lightweight bottles, low-impact packaging, and environmental attributes like sustainable 
energy use, low CO2 emissions, and careful water management. Additionally, some participants 
indicated unfamiliarity with the term "sustainable wine" or associated it with marketing. These 
findings underscore the heterogeneity of consumer knowledge and emphasize the need for more 
precise definitions and communication about sustainable wine.  

Regarding purchasing behavior, only 33.17% of respondents reported purchasing sustainable wine at 
least once recently, while 66.83% indicated the non-purchase option. Although the sample is non-



probabilistic, this proportion aligned with actual market data, which characterizes green wine as a 
niche market with potential for demand expansion (Capitiello & Sirieix, 2019).  

Non-consumers were asked to indicate one or more reasons for not purchasing green wine. The most 
common response (32% of participants) was a lack of awareness about green wines. This result 
highlights a critical gap in consumer education and the importance of raising awareness to foster 
sustainable wine adoption (Maesano et al., 2019; Ugaglia et al., 2021). A similar segment of 
respondents (32%) indicated that they had never had the opportunity to purchase green wines, 
emphasizing the importance of accessibility and visibility in encouraging sustainable wine 
consumption (Sogari et al., 2016). A minority of respondents (12%) reported a general lack of interest 
in green products, and another 12% stated that they do not drink or purchase wine. Only 2% of 
respondents distrust green products, suggesting that skepticism about certifications or sustainability 
claims is not the primary obstacle in this context. The "Other" responses provided interesting insights. 
For instance, some participants stated that another family member is responsible for purchasing wine; 
others prioritize taste before considering the sustainability attributes of wines, aligning with the 
findings of Rojas-Méndez et al. (2015) on the key importance of sensory attributes. Comments like 
"Quantifying the environmental impact is extremely complex, and a label is not enough" indicate the 
confusion and skepticism surrounding eco-labels (Delmas & Grant, 2014). Socioeconomic 
constraints such as affordability concerns (E.g., "I am poor") reflected price sensitivity as a significant 
barrier to green wine adoption (Sogari et al., 2016). 

Sustainable wine consumers were asked to specify the wine-consumed typology, revealing significant 
insights into consumer preferences. Organic wine emerged as the most purchased category (86%), 
aligned with literature findings that emphasized greater consumer recognition for organic wine 
(Maesano et al., 2019; Pomarici & Vecchio, 2014). Biodynamic wine, selected by 44% of 
respondents, represents another notable share of sustainable wine purchases. The "sustainable wine" 
option was selected by 39% of respondents. The "sustainable" label lacks a standardized and 
universally recognized framework, which could undermine its adoption. The 8% of respondents who 
selected "Other" primarily mentioned "natural wines." Descriptions such as "produced with 
indigenous yeasts, without significant filtration or synthetic products" point to consumer demand for 
authenticity and traditional production methods (Capitello & Sirieix, 2019). 

The consumer confusion model for sustainable wine consumers 

The second part of the questionnaire, focusing on consumer confusion analysis, was compiled only 
by respondents who identified as buyers and consumers of green wine. This subset comprised 66 
respondents. The 1 to 7 Likert scale allows respondents to express their agreement or disagreement 
with a given statement, providing a measure of attitudes or opinions. The Cronbach's Alpha 
coefficient was calculated to assess the internal consistency of the data set. All latent variables exhibit 
Cronbach's Alpha values significantly above 0.80, an acceptable internal reliability threshold. Some 
variables in the data set, such as delegation or knowledge, show Alpha values above 0.95, 
demonstrating high internal consistency. All the items robustly represent the underlying latent 
constructs. Table 1 provides a descriptive statistics summary for all the constructs included in the 
consumer confusion model. The values of Cronbach Alpha, Mean, Median, Interquartile Range, 
Range (minimum-maximum), and Standard Deviation are presented for each construct. The central 



tendency and variability indices of the constructs were calculated from the values of the respective 
items, indicating the average value, to provide a synthetic data representation 

Table 1. Descriptive statistics summary for the construct included in the consumer confusion model 

Construct                 
  

Raw 
Alpha  
  

Construct 
Mean  
  

Construct  
 Median  

Construct  
 IQR  

Construct  
 Range  

Std. Dev. 

Similarity confusion       0.91            3.18        2.67        3.33        6.00        1.89 
Overload confusion         0.88            3.95        4.00        3.50        6.00        1.88 
Ambiguity confusion        0.89            3.79        3.70        3.60        6.00        1.98 
Knowledge                  0.95            3.20        2.50        3.29        6.00        1.80 
Involvement                0.91            3.86        4.10        3.00        5.90        1.82 
Shopping 
environment      

 0.93            4.15        4.17        2.85        5.75        1.69 

Age                        -       38.74   37.50      23.50      47.00 13.06 
Abandon purchase           0.84            4.43        4.67        3.67        6.00        2.03 
Seek additional           
Information               

 0.92           
                

 4.11       
            

 4.33       
            

 2.92       
            

 6.00       
            

 1.84 
            

Narrow down the set       
of alternatives           

 0.84           
                

 3.34       
            

 3.00       
            

 3.25       
            

 6.00       
            

 2.09 
            

Share or delegate         
the purchase              

 0.96           
                

 3.22       
            

 2.17       
            

 3.67       
            

 6.00       
            

 2.11 
            

Postpone purchase          0.88            3.88        4.00        3.69        6.00        1.91 
Negative Word of 
Mouth    

 0.95            1.83        1.00        1.00        6.00        1.40 

Decreased Brand 
loyalty   

 0.83            3.18        2.67        3.25        6.00        1.90 

Dissatisfaction            N/A 
 (1 item)           

 5.18        5.00        1.00        6.00        1.15 

The sample show a diffused negative (left) skew in responses’ scores (Figure 3). The negative 
differences between mean and median for almost any item testifies that median values are generally 
greater than mean values. This means that the mean values tend to represent lower scores, and the 
median provides a more accurate representation of the data, indicating higher values.  

 

Figure 3. Items' negative skewness (mean score > median score) of responses. Source: personal elaboration 

There is a moderate-high degree of variability in the scores, indicating a considerable diversity in 
preferences across the evaluation of each construct. The standard deviations calculated for each item 
attested that scores averagely fluctuate by two points around the mean. The average interquartile 
range (IQR) values around 3.5, suggesting that 50% of the responses are not concentrated around a 
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single score. By calculating the mean and maximum values for each item, it is evident that 
respondents show a certain degree of polarization. Indeed, the medium range value observed of six 
points revealed that some people had opposing opinions on the topics of the questionnaires. For any 
item, some consumers strongly agreed, and others strongly disagreed. A more detailed description is 
provided below for each central dimension of the consumer confusion model, providing all the 
survey’s items, the items’ score mean, and the constructs’ mean. The items with the lowest and the 
highest scores have been highlighted in grey and dark grey, respectively. The in-depth observation of 
confusion antecedents indicated a moderate level of similarity confusion (mean = 3,18; median = 
2,67), followed by greater values for ambiguity confusion (mean and median values around 3,7) and 
overload confusion (mean and median values around 4). Consumers of the sample seemed to perceive 
overload confusion more prominently, while similarity confusion and ambiguity confusion 
perceptions are less pronounced (Table 2). The original items were expressed in Italian language. The 
English translation through Deepl software has been reported. 

Table 2. Average scores for confusion antecedents – items and construct. 

Antecedents       Item N.   Item Description Item’s 
Score Mean 

Construct’s 
Score Mean 

Similarity Confusion     
  

 Item 1       Due to the similarity of green wine labels, I can't identify new ones. 3,26 

3,18 

 Item 2       Some green wine labels are so similar that I can't tell whether they 
belong to the same brand. 

3,24 

 Item 3       Sometimes I want to buy a green wine I saw in an advertisement (on 
flyers, TV, magazines, or online), but I struggle to identify it among 
the many similar green wines. 

3,03 

Overload Confusion       
  

 Item 1       I don't always know exactly which green wine best meets my needs 
among the many available alternatives. 

4,42 

3,95 

 Item 2       The abundance of green wine options sometimes leaves me feeling 
confused. 

4,02 

 Item 3       With so many stores (both physical and online), it is sometimes 
difficult to decide where to buy a bottle of green wine 

3,86 

 Item 4       Most green wines are difficult to distinguish because of excessive 
information. 

3,48 

Ambiguity Confusion  

 Item 1       Green wine labels often contain so many features that comparing the 
different certifications becomes nearly impossible. 

3,42 

3,79 

 Item 2       The information provided by advertisements is often so vague that it 
becomes difficult to understand the characteristics of a green wine. 

4,02 

 Item 3       When purchasing green wine, I rarely feel well-informed. 3,94 
 Item 4       When I purchase green wine, I often feel uncertain about its 

characteristics, especially those that are important to me. 
3,61 

 Item 5       When purchasing green wine, I often need assistance from sales staff 
to understand the differences between the various certifications. 

3,95 

The moderating factors are described in Table 3. The knowledge construct's mean score (3,2) 
suggested moderate self-assessed familiarity with green wines, with consumers expressing a certain 
confidence in their needs (e.g., Item 4) but expressing lower scores when asked about being expert or 
able to give advice (e.g., Items 3 and 6). Regarding involvement, the construct's mean score (3.86) 
indicates a more substantial personal interest in green wines, with high scores for enjoyment and 
dedication to selection (e.g., Item 6) but slightly lower scores for brand-specific confidence (Item 8), 
keeping themselves informed about sustainable wine trends (Item 4), and sustainable consumption 
habits (Item 2). These results reflect varying levels of engagement and awareness regarding green 
wines. 

Table 3. Average scores for Mediators – items and construct. 

Mediators       Item N.   Item Description                                                                                         Item's Score 
mean 

Construct’s 
Score Mean 

Knowledge         Item 1      I know a lot about green wines.                                                                        3,36 3,2 



                 
                 
                 
                 
                 

 Item 2      I keep myself updated on green wines.                                                                  3,30 
 Item 3      I know so much about green wines that I can give advice to someone who 

needs to buy one.              
 2,77 

 Item 4      I know what to look for when I have to buy a green wine.                                               3,77 
 Item 5      I could easily refer to at least five criteria that are important to consider when 

purchasing a green wine.  
 3,05 

 Item 6      I consider myself an expert regarding green wines.                                                     2,94 

Involvement      
                 
                 
                 
                 
                 
                 
                 
                 
                 

 Item 1      I like buying green wines for myself, for family, or for friends.                                      4,27 

3,86 

 Item 2      When I eat, I prefer to drink a green wine.                                                            3,35 
 Item 3      I am passionate about purchasing a green wine for the right occasion.                                  4,20 
 Item 4      I enjoy reading multiple specialized magazines or articles, even online, to keep 

myself updated on green wine offerings.  
 3,52 

 Item 5      I dedicate time to choosing a green wine.                                                              4,27 
 Item 6      In stores where I know I can buy green wine, I like to linger and look at the 

different products and brands, even just out of curiosity.  
 4,42 

 Item 7      When I buy a green wine, I am always very attentive to the brand.                                      3,41 
 Item 8      If the green wine is branded, I feel more confident that I made the right choice.                      3,53 
 Item 9      I am always very careful to buy the right green wine for the occasion or suitable 

for the type of menu.  
 3,97 

 Item 10     With a green wine at the table, you always make a good impression, on any 
occasion.                   

 3,70 

 

Table 4 evaluates the unique moderator analysis of the importance of the Shopping Environment. The 
overall construct score mean of 4.15 indicated that respondents generally value aspects of the 
shopping experience. High-scoring items, such as the competence of sales staff (5.47), the ease of 
navigation through signage (5.45), and staff courtesy (5.44), emphasize the critical role of staff and 
store organization in enhancing the shopping experience. In contrast, lower scores for elements like 
background music (3.12) and unique lighting (3.61) suggest these factors are less impactful. The 
results highlight that practical and interpersonal elements are more important than aesthetic features 
in shaping the shopping environment's appeal. 

Table 4. Average scores for the Moderator – items and construct. 

Moderator                                  Item N.   Item Description                                                            Item's 
score mean 

Construct’s 
Score Mean 

Shopping 
Environment  
 
(While purchasing a 
green wine, it is 
important that...)                     
                                        
                                        

Item 1   The store's decor is pleasant.                                        3,48 

4,15 

Item 2  There is little noise and confusion.                                  3,61 
Item 3      The store is uniquely illuminated.                                    3,61 
Item 4     The decor stands out for its style and design.                        3,38 
Item 5    The atmosphere is pleasant.                                           4,30 
Item 6     There is background music.                                            3,12 
Item 7     The store is spacious.                                                3,55 
Item 8      The store features pleasant scents and fragrances.                    3,47 
Item 9      There are signs that help me find products and departments more easily.   5,45 
Item 10     The competence of the sales staff is crucial in my choice.            5,47 
Item 11     The advice of the sales staff is crucial in my choice.                4,89 
Item 12   The courtesy and kindness of the sales staff are crucial in my choice.   5,44 

 
The Coping Strategies consumers use when purchasing green wines reveal distinct approaches with 
differing levels of engagement (Table 5). Seeking Additional Information reached the highest 
construct score mean (4.11), indicating that respondents actively seek information from media or 
experts to reduce uncertainty. Narrowing Down the Set of Choices scores lower (3.34), suggesting 
that while some consumers simplify their decision-making by focusing on price or non-certified 
wines, this is not a dominant strategy. Delegating the Purchase Decision and Seeking Advice have a 
moderate score (3.22), reflecting occasional reliance on friends' recommendations but less frequent 
delegation of the decision. Purchase Abandonment (reverse items) shows high clarity (4.43), implying 
that many respondents feel confident about their choices and are unlikely to abandon the purchase. 
Postponing the purchase (3.86) highlights challenges in decision-making due to overwhelming 



options or difficulties in choosing, resulting in delays. Overall, the results suggest that seeking 
additional information is the most preferred strategy, while purchase postponement reflects the 
complexities of navigating green wine options. 

Table 5. Average scores for Coping Strategies – items and construct 

Coping Strategy    Item N.   Item Description     Item's score 
mean  

Construct’s 
Score 
Mean 

Seeking Additional 
Information              
                             

Item 1   I would gather more information about green wines from other media (TV, 
magazines, online).  
  

 3,89               
                    

4,11 Item 2  I would collect further references and reports on green wines from 
magazines, including online sources.  

 4,08               

Item 3      I would seek additional consultations on green wines from individuals 
specialized in enology.  

 4,35               

Narrowing Down 
the Set of 
Choices                    
                    

Item 1  I would buy a wine without green certification because it already has the 
characteristics a wine should have.  

 3,71               

3,34 Item 2    I would buy a wine without green certification because it best meets my 
needs.  

 3,74               

Item 3     I would buy a wine without green certification because it's cheaper.       2,95               
Item 4     Among all green wines, I would buy the cheapest one.                       2,94               

Delegating the 
Purchase 
Decision/Seeking 
Advice                     
     

Item 1     I wouldn't buy a green wine immediately. Instead, I would first ask a friend 
who is knowledgeable about green products and rely on their decision.  

 3,38               

3,22 Item 2    Before buying a green wine, I would seek advice from friends.              3,21               
Item 3    Before purchasing the green wine I've chosen, I would discuss it with my 

friends.  
 3.06               

Purchase abandon Item 1  Based on the information provided, it's entirely clear to me which green 
wine I would like and would buy immediately. (reverse item) 

4,53               4,43 

Item 2  I already have in mind which green wine to buy at this moment. (reverse 
item)  

 5,03               

Item 3      I wouldn't buy a green wine immediately.                                   3,73               
 Postponing the 
Purchase 

Item 1   Sometimes it's difficult to make a decision when I want to purchase a green 
wine.  

 3,86               

3,86 Item 2  Sometimes when I want to buy a green wine, I postpone the decision.        3,88               
Item 3      Sometimes I delay the planned purchase of a green wine.                    3,20               
Item 4 Sometimes the selection in a store (including online) is so vast that 

purchasing a green wine takes longer than expected. 
4,56 

Finally, table 6 outlines the consequences of confusion when purchasing green wine, highlighting 
varying outcomes. The loyalty construct has a moderate construct mean (3.18), suggesting that while 
some consumers remain loyal to a specific green wine (3.27), others regularly change their choices, 
as indicated by the reverse item (3.41). Negative Word-of-mouth scores are very low (1.83), showing 
that respondents are generally unlikely to express negative opinions or discourage others from buying 
green wines. Consumers showed high satisfaction (5.18), indicating that they feel content after 
purchasing green wines, with little evidence of dissatisfaction even if they perceived confusion. 
Overall, these results demonstrate a general satisfaction trend and minimal negative feedback, 
coupled with moderate brand loyalty. 

Table 6. Average scores for Consequences – items and construct 

Consequences Item N.  Item Description    Item’s Score mean  Item's score mean  

Loyalty 

Item 1     Once I find a green wine I like, I 
remain loyal to it.                    

 3.27               

3,18 Item 2    I usually buy the same green wine.                                         2.86               
Item 3    I regularly change the green wines I 

buy. (reverse item)                  
 3.41               

Negative Word of 
Mouth  

Item 1   I say negative things about green 
wines to others.                        

 1.89               

1,83 Item 2  I discourage friends and family from 
purchasing green wines.              

 1.77               

Item 3      I advise against green wines to 
someone seeking my advice.                

 1.83               



Dissatisfaction Item 1   I consider myself satisfied after 
purchasing a green * vine.              

 5.18               5,18 

Once statistically described and overviewed data distributions, the analysis shifted to studying the 
correlations between the selected dimensions of the consumer confusion model through Spearman's 
and Kendall's coefficients (Tables 7, 8, 9). Both correlation indexes between constructs have been 
calculated by considering the mean items scores for all the respondents, starting from the assumption 
that all the items of a construct equally contribute to that construct's measure. 

Table 7 - Spearman and Kendall coefficients between mediators and moderators and antecedents of confusion. 

Mediators and 
Moderators Antecedents 

Spearman’s 

Rho 

P-values 

(2 tailed) 

Kendall’s 

Tau 

P-values 

(2 tailed) 
 Similarity Confusion -0,347** 0,004 -0,254** 0,003 
Knowledge Overload Confusion -0,257* 0,036 -0,179* 0,039 
 Ambiguity Confusion -0,463*** <0,001 -0,337*** <0,001 
 Similarity Confusion +0,129 0,299 +0,099 0,256 
Involvement Overload Confusion -0,101 0,419 +0,090 0,299 
 Ambiguity Confusion -0,025 0,838 -0,007 0,938 

Shopping Environment  
Similarity Confusion +0,348** 0,004 +0,272** 0,001 
Overload Confusion +0,384** 0,001 +0,288*** <0,001 
Ambiguity Confusion +0,332** 0,006 +0,236** 0,006 

Note. The correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (two-tailed) and signaled with “*”; the correlation is significant at the 0.01 level 
(two-tailed) and signaled with “**”; the correlation is significant at the 0.001 level (two-tailed) and signaled with “***”. 

Both indexes observe a significant negative correlation between the knowledge construct and all three 
antecedents (Similarity Confusion, Overload Confusion, and Ambiguity Confusion). Higher 
awareness of sustainable wines may reduce confusion across all dimensions for this sample. No 
significant correlations are found for involvement, suggesting that consumer involvement does not 
strongly influence confusion levels in this context. The shopping environment has significant positive 
correlations with similarity confusion, overload confusion, and ambiguity confusion on both indexes, 
highlighting the importance consumers attribute to the context when purchasing sustainable wine. 

Table 8 - Spearman and Kendall coefficients between antecedents of confusion and coping strategies. 

Antecedents Coping Strategies 
Spearman’s 

Rho 

P-values (2 
tailed) 

Kendall’s 

Tau 

P-values (2 
tailed) 

Similarity 
Confusion 

Share or delegate the 
purchase              +0,576*** <0,001 +0,435*** <0,001 

Seek additional          
Information               +0,204 0,099 +0,156 0,079 

Narrow down the set of 
alternatives           +0,097 0,436 +0,063 0,475 

Abandon purchase          +0,425*** <0,001 +0,299*** <0,001 
Postpone purchase         +0,489*** <0,001 +0,374*** <0,001 

Overload 
confusion 

Share or delegate the 
purchase              +0,586*** <0,001 +0,452*** <0,001 

Seek additional          
Information               +0,180 0,147 +0,135 0,127 



Narrow down the set of 
alternatives           +0,189 0,127 +0,135 0,124 

Abandon purchase          +0,509*** <0,001 +0,336*** <0,001 
Postpone purchase         +0,685*** <0,001 +0,515*** <0,001 

Ambiguity 
confusion 

Share or delegate the 
purchase              +0,721*** <0,001 +0,549*** <0,001 

Seek additional          
Information               +0,191 0,123 +0,146 0,097 

Narrow down the set of 
alternatives           +0,283* 0,021 +0,213* 0,014 

Abandon purchase          +0,487*** <0,001 +0,369*** <0,001 
Postpone purchase         +0,596*** <0,001 +0,448*** <0,001 

Note. The correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (two-tailed) and signaled with “*”; the correlation is significant at the 0.01 level 
(two-tailed) and signaled with “**”; the correlation is significant at the 0.001 level (two-tailed) and signaled with “***”. 

The two correlation indexes aligned in evaluating all the dual relationships calculated in this context 
between antecedents and coping strategies. Strong positive correlations are observed between all the 
antecedents of confusion with the strategy of sharing or delegating the purchase, indicating high 
reliance on external support for reducing confusion. Weak and non-significant correlation between 
all the antecedents with the strategy of Seek Additional Information can suggest that that consumer 
confused by similar options, too much information or unclear messages, are less likely to gather more 
information actively. A moderate and significant positive correlation has been observed only for 
Ambiguity Confusion with the option of Narrowing Down the Set of Alternatives, revealing that this 
strategy may be more effective when consumers face ambiguous information. Both responses to 
confusion, represented by the Purchase abandon and Postponement, are significantly positively 
correlated with all three antecedents of confusion, indicating that consumers perceiving an excessive 
confusion state in information processing tend to avoid buying sustainable wine by abandoning or 
postponing the purchase. Such a decision-making process for sustainable wines also underlined the 
difficulties consumers encountered in trying to reduce the confusion by choosing compromises or 
solutions to finalize buy. 

 

Table 9 - Spearman and Kendall coefficients between antecedents of confusion and consequences. 

Antecedents Consequences 
Spearman’s 

Rho 

P-values 
(2 tailed) 

Kendall’s 

Tau 

P-values 
(2 tailed) 

Similarity 
Confusion 

Decreased Brand 
loyalty   -0,227 0,066 -0,156* 0,080 

Negative Word of 
Mouth    +0,299* 0,014 +0,231* 0,015 

Dissatisfaction -0,129 0,298 -0,101 0,291 

Overload 
Confusion 

Decreased Brand 
loyalty   

-0,216* 0,080 -0,156* 0,078 

Negative Word of 
Mouth    

+0,262* 0,032 +0,199* 0,035 

Dissatisfaction -0,060 0,627 -0,047 0,618 

Ambiguity 
confusion 

Decreased Brand 
loyalty   -0,141 0,255 -0,114* 0,196 

Negative Word of 
Mouth    +0,281* 0,021 +0,214* 0,023 



Dissatisfaction -0,189 0,128 -0,145 0,126 

Note. The correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (two-tailed) and signaled with “*”; the correlation is significant at the 0.01 level 
(two-tailed) and signaled with “**”; the correlation is significant at the 0.001 level (two-tailed) and signaled with “***”. 

At least one of the two correlation indexes signaled a weak significant negative correlation between 
all three antecedents with the consequence of Decreased brand Loyalty, suggesting that confusion 
caused by similar products and excessive or contradictory information only slightly impacts loyalty. 
This implies that consumers may remain loyal to trusted brands despite difficulty distinguishing 
between similar options. A significant positive correlation also characterizes all the confusion 
antecedents with negative word of mouth, indicating that higher confusion perceptions push 
consumers to share their dissatisfaction with others to highlight the challenges they faced during 
decision-making. The correlation between confusion and dissatisfaction is not statistically significant, 
concluding that information overload, ambiguity, and similarity perceived by consumers have a 
limited effect on their level of satisfaction compared to other consequences. 

Discussion 

The findings of the first section of the survey align closely with existing literature on sustainable wine 
purchasing. Consumers predominantly associate sustainable wine with environmentally friendly 
production practices, echoing studies that emphasize the primacy of environmental attributes in 
consumer perceptions (Gilinsky et al., 2016; Pomarici et al., 2014). The limited recognition of health-
related benefits (13.09%) or technical production attributes mirrors previous research highlighting 
the lack of consumer awareness about nuanced sustainability practices (Capitello & Sirieix, 2019). 
The fragmented understanding of sustainability, where terms like "organic," "biodynamic," and 
"natural" are conflated with "sustainable," corroborates findings from Siderer et al. (2005) and 
Maesano et al. (2019). Purchasing behavior confirms that sustainable wine remains a niche market, 
with only 33.17% of respondents reporting recent purchases. This reflects the limited market 
penetration documented by Sogari et al. (2016) and Capitiello & Sirieix (2019). Barriers such as lack 
of awareness (32%) and limited availability (32%) align with studies identifying accessibility and 
education as critical challenges to sustainable wine adoption (Maesano et al., 2019; Ugaglia et al., 
2021). Conversely, the minimal role of distrust in sustainability claims (2%) contrasts with studies 
emphasizing greenwashing and skepticism as prominent issues (Delmas & Lessem, 2015). The 
predominance of organic wine purchases (86%) is consistent with research suggesting that clearer 
certifications drive consumer preferences (Pomarici & Vecchio, 2014). The growing interest in 
natural wines aligns with findings that consumers increasingly seek authenticity and traditional 
production methods (Capitello & Sirieix, 2019). 

The descriptive analysis confirms the multidimensional nature of consumer confusion in sustainable 
wine purchasing, as proposed by Mitchell et al. (2005) and Walsh et al. (2007). Overload confusion, 
as the most prominent dimension, reflects the challenge of processing excessive information, a well-
documented driver of confusion (Sgroi et al., 2023). The moderate ambiguity confusion highlights 
the interpretive challenges posed by unclear or contradictory information, aligning with studies on 
eco-label complexity (Delmas & Lessem, 2015). Similarity confusion, while less pronounced, 
reinforces the issues of indistinguishability among sustainable wine options, as highlighted by 
Szolnoki et al. (2011). Moderating factors further elucidate the consumer experience. The moderate 



knowledge score reflects limited familiarity with sustainable wine, corroborating findings that 
consumers often lack an understanding of viticulture practices and certifications (Capitello & Sirieix, 
2019; Ugaglia et al., 2021). High involvement scores highlight the role of personal interest, consistent 
with studies linking involvement to critical evaluation of sustainability claims (Barber et al., 2009; 
Maesano et al., 2019). The importance of the shopping environment, particularly staff competence, 
and ease of navigation, aligns with literature emphasizing the contextual influence on consumer 
decision-making (Schäufele & Hamm, 2017). Lower importance assigned to aesthetic features, such 
as lighting and music, suggests a preference for functionality, consistent with Schaufele and Hamm 
(2017). Coping strategies reveal varying consumer approaches to managing confusion. The 
preference for seeking additional information mirrors studies highlighting active consumer 
engagement with external sources (Lichy et al., 2023). Conversely, the lower reliance on narrowing 
down choices or delegating decisions reflects the complex trade-offs identified in sustainable wine 
purchases (Maesano et al., 2019). The frequent use of postponement and abandonment strategies 
aligns with findings that confusion often leads to delayed or avoided purchases (Schaufele & Hamm, 
2017). 

The correlation analysis provides critical insights into the relationships among constructs, validating 
and expanding upon previous literature. The significant negative correlation between knowledge and 
all confusion antecedents confirms the mitigating role of consumer awareness, as proposed by 
Wiedmann et al. (2014) and Maesano et al. (2019). This finding underscores the importance of 
consumer education in reducing overload, similarity, and ambiguity confusion. However, the lack of 
significant correlations between involvement and confusion antecedents suggests that personal 
interest does not always translate into reduced confusion, contrasting with studies by Lockshin et al. 
(2016) that emphasize involvement as a protective factor. The positive correlations between the 
shopping environment and all confusion antecedents highlight the role of external factors in 
exacerbating confusion. This aligns with literature emphasizing that poorly managed shopping 
contexts amplify cognitive strain (Schäufele & Hamm, 2017). Coping strategies reveal further 
nuances. The strong correlation between confusion antecedents and delegating the purchase reflects 
reliance on external support, consistent with findings that consumers seek advice to navigate 
complexity (Lichy et al., 2023). The weak correlation between seeking additional information and 
confusion antecedents contrasts with studies suggesting active information-seeking as a primary 
strategy (Maesano et al., 2019). The moderate correlation between ambiguity, confusion, and 
narrowing down alternatives reinforces its role in simplifying choices when confronted with unclear 
information. The analysis of consequences offers additional insights. The weak negative correlation 
between confusion antecedents and brand loyalty aligns with studies suggesting that trusted brands 
retain consumer loyalty despite confusion (Maesano et al., 2019). The significant positive correlation 
between confusion and negative word of mouth confirms findings that frustrated consumers often 
share dissatisfaction publicly (Schmit et al., 2012). The lack of a significant correlation between 
confusion and dissatisfaction suggests resilience in the purchasing experience, contrasting with 
studies that emphasize dissatisfaction as a key outcome of confusion (Mitchell et al., 2005). 

Conclusions 

This research provides an empirical investigation into the confusion experienced by Italian wine 
consumers when making decisions about purchasing sustainable wines. By addressing the outlined 



research questions, the study offers valuable insights into the origins of confusion, its mediators and 
moderators, and its impact on purchase and post-purchase behavior. Although the sample is not fully 
representative, the findings offer relevant empirical responses to the posed questions and contribute 
to the broader understanding of consumer behavior in the sustainable wine market. 

Origins of Confusion: the pre-purchase phase 

The primary motivation for purchasing sustainable wines is their perceived environmental benefits, 
as most consumers associate sustainable wine with environmentally friendly production practices. 
Key barriers to adoption include a lack of awareness and limited purchasing opportunities, 
highlighting critical gaps in accessibility and visibility. Price sensitivity and sensory attributes, such 
as taste, influence non-purchase decisions, with some consumers prioritizing affordability and quality 
over sustainability. Organic wines are the most frequently purchased category, reflecting their clear 
certification and consumer recognition, whereas the broader “sustainable wine” label struggles due 
to a lack of standardization. Perceived confusion prominently arises from overload confusion, as 
consumers struggle to process excessive information related to sustainability claims, certifications, 
and labels. Ambiguity confusion is also significant, reflecting difficulties in interpreting unclear or 
contradictory information. While less pronounced, similarity confusion still contributes to confusion 
when sustainable wines lack clear differentiation. Knowledge emerges as a critical mediator, with 
higher consumer awareness significantly reducing perceived confusion across all dimensions. 
Conversely, involvement does not appear to significantly reduce confusion, suggesting that personal 
interest alone is insufficient to mitigate its impact. The shopping environment is a key moderator, 
with well-organized settings, competent staff, and straightforward navigation reducing confusion, 
while poorly managed retail contexts amplify it. 

Confusion influence during purchase and post-purchase phases 

When faced with confusion, consumers adopt various strategies to reduce uncertainty. The most 
frequently employed strategy is seeking additional information, highlighting the importance of active 
engagement in decision-making. However, consumers rely heavily on external support, such as 
sharing or delegating the purchase decision to friends or family, particularly when confused. 
Narrowing down the choices is less frequently used but effectively addresses ambiguity and 
confusion. Despite these efforts, the high prevalence of purchase postponement and abandonment 
underscores consumers' challenges in navigating confusion, particularly in information overload or 
unclear claims. Regarding consequences, confusion has a limited impact on overall satisfaction, as 
consumers report high satisfaction levels even when confusion is present. Brand loyalty is moderately 
affected, with trusted brands maintaining resilience despite confusion. Negative word of mouth is 
more prominent, as confusion drives consumers to vocalize their frustrations about decision-making. 
These findings indicate that while confusion influences specific behavioral outcomes, consumers 
demonstrate resilience in their satisfaction and trust in sustainable wine brands. 

Theoretical contributions 

This study positions itself within the broader discourse on consumer behavior and decision-making 
under conditions of complexity and uncertainty, focusing on consumer confusion in the context of 



sustainable products. Drawing from the consumer confusion model (Mitchell et al., 2005; Walsh et 
al., 2007), this research applies its framework to examine sustainable wine purchasing—a niche yet 
growing market where confusion is amplified by overlapping certifications, ambiguous claims, and 
information overload (Capitello & Sirieix, 2019; Sgroi et al., 2023). While previous studies have 
explored confusion in high-complexity decision-making, this research extends the application of the 
consumer confusion model to sustainable wine. In this area, it has rarely been utilized. This adoption 
of the consumer confusion model as an analytical tool for examining sustainable wine purchases 
underscores the model’s utility in understanding how sustainability-specific challenges shape 
consumer behavior. This approach broadens the scope of confusion-related research to the 
sustainability domain, where the interplay of environmental, ethical, and sensory considerations 
introduces unique dynamics (Maesano et al., 2019; Pickering, 2023). The overall theoretical 
positioning of this research lies at the intersection of consumer confusion theory and sustainable 
product purchasing, providing a basis for future research in this underexplored area. 

Managerial implications 

This research prompts actionable strategies for companies in the Italian sustainable wine market to 
address consumer confusion, enhance communication, and promote purchases. A primary focus 
should be simplifying sustainability messaging using clear and transparent communication. 
Companies can standardize sustainability claims by adopting well-recognized certifications, such as 
VIVA and SOStain, and providing concise, easily comparable information. Digital tools, like QR 
codes on labels, can offer detailed insights into sustainability practices, fostering trust and 
understanding. Educational initiatives like in-store workshops or collaborations with sommeliers can 
further mitigate confusion by increasing consumer knowledge. Improving the shopping environment 
is essential for reducing cognitive effort. Competent and well-informed sales staff can guide 
consumers effectively, while clear signage and organized displays can make sustainable wines more 
accessible. Expanding e-commerce efforts is also crucial, as online platforms are increasingly 
important in reaching consumers. Companies should invest in user-friendly digital experiences with 
detailed product information and comparison tools to build confidence. Companies can emphasize 
organic certifications in their marketing strategies by capitalizing on the growing interest in organic 
wines. Targeted campaigns for environmentally conscious consumers and high-involvement wine 
enthusiasts can highlight sustainability as a premium attribute. Authenticity in sustainability claims 
is vital to avoid greenwashing and foster trust, which, in turn, enhances loyalty and reduces negative 
word of mouth. Transparency through measurable evidence and reporting reinforces credibility and 
consumer satisfaction. Finally, companies should align their strategies with broader sustainability 
challenges by promoting how sustainable practices ensure long-term vineyard health and mitigate 
environmental risks. Partnerships with certification programs like SOStain and VIVA can further 
demonstrate a commitment to addressing these issues. By implementing these strategies, companies 
can reduce confusion, build trust, and unlock the growth potential of sustainable wines in Italy’s 
evolving market. 

Research limitations and insights for future research 
 
This study provides valuable insights but is limited by its non-probabilistic sampling methodology, 
which reduces the representativeness and generalizability of the findings. The sample size, especially 



the subset of 66 sustainable wine buyers among the 200 respondents, is relatively small for robust 
multivariate analyses such as Structural Equation Modeling, that can be suitable in presence of latent 
variables as in this context. Additionally, the data collection over two phases (2021 and 2023) may 
reflect temporal variability in consumer attitudes due to external factors that were not controlled. The 
study focused on selected dimensions of the consumer confusion model, excluding emotional or 
cultural factors that might provide a more comprehensive understanding. Furthermore, reliance on 
self-reported data through Likert and semantic scales introduces potential response biases, and while 
Spearman’s and Kendall’s indexes are appropriate for ordinal data, they may not fully capture 
complex relationships. The research’s exclusive focus on the Italian market also limits its 
applicability to other regions with different consumer profiles and conditions. 
 
Insights for Future Research 
 
Future studies should address these limitations by employing probabilistic sampling and larger, more 
diverse samples to enhance representativeness. Longitudinal studies could explore temporal changes 
in consumer behavior, while expanding the confusion model to include emotional and cultural factors 
would provide a more holistic view. Cross-cultural comparisons could identify variations in 
confusion across different markets. A larger sample, would allow the application of more elaborated 
statistical analyses such as Structural Equation Modeling, useful in studying relationships among 
observed and latent variables. Research should also test interventions like improved labeling or better 
retail environments through experimental designs to establish causal relationships. Further 
exploration of digital channels and their role in reducing confusion, particularly in e-commerce, is 
critical. Additionally, comparing confusion between sustainable and conventional wine consumers 
could offer deeper insights into the unique challenges of sustainable wine marketing, while 
integrating complementary theoretical frameworks could enrich future analyses. 
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Conclusion 
 
In the increasingly complex and fragmented Food & Beverage sector, the thesis explores how 
sustainability communication—particularly in digital environments—shapes consumer perceptions, 
interactions, and decision-making. Focusing on coffee and wine, it examines the way consumers 
engage with sustainability discourse in online interactions, how they interpret and evaluate green 
messages and claims, and the influence of corporate communication strategies on sustainable 
purchases and brand relationship.  

The research highlights a growing consumer interest in sustainability within the coffee and wine 
sectors, with consumers actively sharing knowledge, perceptions, and practices in online interactions. 
Discussions revolve around key themes, including environmental concerns such as the ecological 
impact of production, using fertilizers and agrochemicals, greenhouse gas emissions, water resource 
management, and deforestation. Social aspects are also widely debated, mainly working conditions 
for farmers, social equity, local community support, cultural heritage and terroir preservation. On the 
economic side, consumers express interest in fair trade, equitable producer pricing, and supply chain 
transparency. Online communities of practice play a fundamental role in shaping consumer 
perceptions, acting as spaces where sustainability knowledge is co-constructed, debated, and 
validated. In online discussions, consumers challenge sustainability narratives, critically evaluate 
certifications, and exchange experiential insights. Proposed sustainability issues solutions often 
include organic and regenerative agriculture, sustainability certifications such as Fair Trade, Organic, 
and Biodynamic, waste reduction practices, and circular economy initiatives.  

The complexity of information processing emerges among consumers when navigating sustainable 
product offerings. In the Food & beverage sector, the ambiguous definitions and terminology related 
to sustainability, the heterogeneous and overlapping certifications, the inconsistent labeling criteria, 
and the incoherent sustainability claims challenge consumer decision-making. This phenomenon is 
particularly evident in the wine sector, where the overload, similarity, and ambiguity of sustainability 
information—from organic and biodynamic labels to geographical indications—creates confusion 
among consumers. In the coffee sector, consumer-perceived skepticism in the presence of misleading 
sustainability messages by companies (greenwashing) acts as a barrier to informed and confident 
purchases. However, communication issues are moderated and mediated by some relevant factors. In 
particular, sustainability knowledge, involvement with the product category, and the shopping 
environment seem to have a primary role. Knowledgeable consumers (connoisseurs) exhibit lower 
confusion levels due to their ability to evaluate claims critically. In contrast, less informed consumers 
struggle to navigate sustainability information, often relying on heuristic shortcuts. Consumers adopt 
different strategies to address communication issues. They may actively apply a cross-validation 
search by comparing multiple information sources—brand sustainability reports and websites, social 
media, and other online/offline sources—with peer discussions in online communities. Another 
strategy is using expert-curated recommendations to translate sustainability claims into concrete 
purchase guidance. Some consumers develop personal heuristics, such as well-known labels or price 
as a proxy for sustainability. 

Sustainable purchase and consumption choices underly an elaborated hierarchy of psychological and 
social drivers, as a combination of internal and external factors. Consumers interpret and engage with 
sustainability communication through a lens shaped by individual goals, values, and identity. On the 
other hand, the decision-making process is highly context-dependent and does not occur in isolation. 



Peer-driven information is often preferred over corporate claims, replacing or reinforcing them to 
overcome difficulties. The final stages of the decision-making process, regarding purchase and 
consumption, are strongly influenced by the construal-goal fit. Independent self-construal consumers 
prioritize personal benefits when making decisions, while interdependent consumers focus on 
collective well-being. This mechanism also affects the shopping experience, with people purchasing 
sustainable products to satisfy different goals. In this way, sustainability becomes a means to 
achieving individual or collective objectives, reinforcing motivation and purchase intent. For 
example, a health-conscious consumer may choose organic coffee for its perceived health benefits, 
which are linked with environmental sustainability (fewer agrochemicals). Similarly, a consumer-
driven by social responsibility may prefer Fair Trade coffee to support ethical labor practices. The 
relevance of this concept emerges particularly in the specialty and luxury coffee segment, where 
consumers integrate sustainability considerations into broader lifestyle aspirations, using it as a 
marker of identity, expertise, and distinction.  

Skepticism and confusion undermine the construal – goal alignment. When messages align with 
consumer values and are perceived as authentic, they strengthen trust, reinforce purchase intentions, 
and enhance brand loyalty. However, when sustainability messages result ambiguous or inconsistent, 
they can generate skepticism, reducing consumer engagement and leading to negative word-of-
mouth. Companies have adopted different approaches to balancing sustainability with other brand 
attributes. Luxury brands tend to emphasize sustainability as a form of exclusivity, integrating it into 
narratives of craftsmanship, limited production, and terroir uniqueness. Coffee and wine brands often 
focus on functional sustainability, highlighting economic accessibility, convenience, and everyday 
ethical choices. Some companies employ co-branding with sustainability organizations to enhance 
credibility, while others leverage interactive storytelling through digital platforms to foster deeper 
consumer engagement.  

Theoretical Contributions 

This research contributes to the theoretical debate on sustainable consumer behavior by providing 
empirical evidence on how internal and external factors influence decision-making for sustainable 
products, particularly coffee and wine. Traditionally, the literature on sustainable decision-making 
has relied on rational and cognitive models, such as the Theory of Planned Behavior (Ajzen, 1991), 
the Value-Attitude-Behavior Model (Homer & Kahle, 1988), the Value-Belief-Norm Theory (Stern 
et al., 1999), and the Five-Stage Consumer Decision Model (Kotler et al., 2019). However, the 
persistent attitude-behavior gap in sustainable purchasing decisions highlights the limitations of these 
models in fully explaining consumer choices. For this reason, alternative perspectives emphasize the 
role of routines, habits, and emotional responses, suggesting that consumer choices are not purely 
rational but shaped by practice-driven mechanisms. The Social Practice Theory (Warde, 2005), the 
Consumer Culture Theory (Arnould & Thompson, 2005), and the Social Cognitive Theory (Bandura, 
1986) are relevant examples of this modern approach. The dissertation positions itself at the 
intersection of cognitive and practice-based approaches. Empirical results suggest that consumers use 
systematic, information-driven decision-making when purchasing sustainable products deliberately 
to align their self-identity with individual or altruistic goals (construal-goal fit). On the other hand, 
consumers significantly rely on habitual practices, heuristics, and peer validation rather than rational 
evaluation of claims and brands. The role of Communities of Practice (Wenger, 1998) emerges as 
particularly significant, reinforcing the idea that sustainability choices are socially co-constructed 
rather than merely the outcome of individual cognitive elaboration. This aligns with Kozinets’ (2015) 



argument that online communities act as spaces where meanings and norms around consumption are 
actively shaped through interaction.  

The mixed-method approach, through the netnographic research on a coffee online community and 
the survey-based quantitative study in the wine sector, allowed a thorough understanding of consumer 
knowledge, involvement, and preferences for sustainable products as well as consumption 
experiences. Particularly, the unobtrusive observation of consumers in their online environment 
(coffee forum) permits the retrieval of realistic textual data as directly expressed by users. This 
research enriches the theoretical conversation on sustainable consumption by bridging cognitive and 
social practice-based approaches. It suggests the sustainability decision-making process is neither 
purely rational nor entirely habitual. It follows a hybrid model where structured evaluation, identity-
driven goals, and socially constructed narratives dynamically interact. In doing so, it offers a more 
nuanced perspective on how digital environments shape sustainable purchasing behaviors and 
contribute to consumer empowerment in sustainability communication. 

Managerial Implications 

To enhance the effectiveness of sustainability communication and drive business success, companies 
must prioritize clarity, transparency, and engagement. Given widespread skepticism and confusion 
surrounding green claims, businesses should focus on simple, evidence-based messaging supported 
by third-party verification and measurable data such as impact metrics and traceability information. 
This approach strengthens trust and helps consumers navigate sustainability claims more confidently. 
Sustainability communication should evolve from static corporate statements to an interactive, 
consumer-driven dialogue. Digital communities play a key role in validating green claims, as 
consumers increasingly rely on peer-driven information over corporate messaging. Companies should 
embrace participatory marketing, integrating user-generated content, fostering engagement in digital 
spaces, and leveraging community influencers to co-create sustainability narratives. Pre-purchase 
consumer care initiatives, such as AI-driven recommendations, QR code transparency tools, and 
immersive storytelling through AR/VR, can further bridge knowledge gaps and simplify decision-
making. Brands in the Food & Beverage sector should emphasize sustainability as a practical and 
accessible benefit, reinforcing affordability, convenience, and ethical consumption in everyday life. 
Luxury brands should integrate sustainability into their core values of quality, exclusivity, and 
craftsmanship, ensuring it enhances rather than contradicts brand positioning. Regulatory bodies also 
play a key role in mitigating sustainability confusion, standardizing certification frameworks, and 
enhancing eco-label credibility. Increasing sustainability literacy through targeted education and 
digital campaigns can further empower consumers to make informed choices. Ultimately, companies 
that communicate sustainability clearly, credibly, and in alignment with consumer values can 
strengthen their brand positioning, boost purchase intent, and foster long-term consumer loyalty. By 
embracing authentic, interactive, and consumer-centric sustainability communication, businesses can 
turn sustainability into a competitive advantage and a driver of sustained economic success. 

Limitations and future research 

The research's limitations include the limited generalizability of the results due to specific cultural 
contexts and the small sample size. Future research could employ larger probabilistic samples to apply 
longitudinal and intercultural studies. More advanced quantitative methods like structural equation 
modeling may be integrated to test theoretical models robustly. Multi-attribute choice models can 
also be applied to analyze actual behavior instead of observed static data, potentially affected by 
social desirability bias. Further research may involve the digital retail context and different online 
communities. Future research should also explore the role of emerging technologies in sustainability 
communication, particularly how AI, chatbots, and blockchain-based transparency tools enhance 



credibility in corporate sustainability messaging. Additionally, the impact of immersive technologies, 
such as metaverse shopping experiences and virtual product storytelling, should be examined to 
understand their potential to engage consumers with sustainability narratives. Finally, as younger 
generations (Gen Z and Gen Alpha) emerge as the primary consumers of the future, further research 
should investigate how their digital-first approach to sustainability engagement may reshape 
corporate sustainability strategies. 
 


