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ABSTRACT:
Businesses today are held accountable for their sustainability efforts and commitments. Sustainability has become a key component of businesses strategies both nationally and globally, due to consumers’ increased concerns towards our planet and climate. Businesses in the food industry are largely relying on people and the environment, as the key components of growing and producing the products sold to consumers. 

Eco labels, their characteristics and implications on consumer buyer behaviour and sustainable coffee has been studied at large, with various limitations and findings. With both, the increased concerns for sustainability, and increased green marketing communication, eco labels still stand an integral part to communicate products’ sustainable attribute to consumers. Therefore, impact of eco labels on coffee products is chosen as the topic of the research. 

This master’s thesis research was conducted as qualitative research through semi-structured interviews, with the aim of studying the impact of eco labels on Finnish and Dutch consumers’ perception of coffee products’ sustainability. The sample consisted of nine interviewees, of which four were Dutch and five were Finnish. A research model was developed based on prior research, identifying three contributing factors impacting the perception of sustainability created by eco labels. The perception process identified through theoretical review was included into the research model. 

The findings indicate that eco labels have a positive impact on the perceived sustainability of coffee. Consumer knowledge is seen as most impactful factor, affecting also on consumer trust and credibility of sustainability quality of the eco labels. However, the level of knowledge on sustainability and eco labels is found to be of diverse levels, thus impacting the importance of displaying eco labels on product packaging. 
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TIIVISTELMÄ:

Nykypäivänä, yrityksiä pidetään vastuussa heidän kestävän kehityksen sitoumuksistaan ja saavutuksistaan. Kestävästä kehityksestä on tullut keskeinen osa yritysten strategiaa, niin kansallisesti kuin kansainvälisesti, johtuen kuluttajien ja asiakkaiden lisääntyneestä huolesta maapallon sekä ilmaston vuoksi. 

Paljon tutkimuksia on tehty ekomerkeistä, niiden ominaisuuksista sekä vaikutuksesta kuluttajakäyttäytymiseen, kuten myös vastuullisesta kahvista, erilaisin rajoituksin sekä lopputuloksin.  Ekomerkit nauttivat keskeistä asemaa kestävien tuotteiden kuluttajaviestinnässä, osana yritysten vihreää markkinointia, johtuen suurelta osin huolesta ilmaston nykytilasta sekä kestävän kehityksen suosion kasvusta kuluttajien keskuudessa. Siksi ekomerkkien vaikutus kahvikuluttajien vastuullisuuden mielikuvaan valikoitui tämän pro gradu -tutkielman aiheeksi. 

Tämä tutkimus toteutettiin laadullisena tutkimuksena, puolistrukturoitujen haastattelujen muodossa, tavoitteenaan selvittää ekomerkkien vaikutusta suomalaisten sekä hollantilaisten kuluttajien mielikuvaan kahvin vastuullisuudesta. Tutkimuksen haastateltavat koostuivat yhteensä yhdeksästä haastelevasta, joista neljä olivat hollantilaisia ja viisi suomalaisia. Aikaisempien tutkimuksien pohjalta kehitetty tutkimusmalli tunnisti kolme vaikuttavaa tekijää kuluttajien vastuullisuuden mielikuvan syntymiseen. Kehitetty tutkimusmalli sisälsi myös havainnoinnin mallin, joka identifioitiin teoriaosuudessa. 

Tehty tutkimus osoitti, että ekomerkkien vaikutus kuluttajien mielikuvaan kahvin vastuullisuudesta oli positiivinen. Kuluttajien tietous nähtiin merkittävimpänä vaikuttajana, vaikuttaen myös kuluttajien kokemaan luottamukseen sekä kestävyyden uskottavuuteen ekomerkkejä kohtaan. Kuitenkin tutkimus osoitti myös, että kuluttajien tietouden taso vastuullisuudesta oli hyvin vaihtelevaa, vaikuttaen näin myös viestinnässä käytettyjen ekomerkkien tärkeyteen. 
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[bookmark: _Toc120797332]INTRODUCTION

The first chapter of the study focuses on the topic of the study. The background of the research will be introduced to the reader, continuing to prior conducted research, leading to the research problem and question of this paper. Then, the objectives of the research will be presented followed by some definitions of key concepts of the study, according to existing literature. 

[bookmark: _Toc114651647][bookmark: _Toc120797333]Background of the study
Businesses today are held accountable for their sustainability efforts and commitments. Due to globalization and people’s increased concerns towards our planet and climate, sustainability has become a key component of businesses strategies. Businesses in the food industry are largely relying on people and the environment, as the key components of growing and producing the products sold to consumers. Hence, businesses’ have begun, with the help of non-governmental organization, developing their operations to become more sustainable. 

With the increased consumption of organic food products, sustainability has developed to become an important factor in their marketing. The rising concern of climate change in the past years has resulted in increase of labelling, allowing consumers to differentiate between less and more sustainable option (Horne, 2009). Therefore, while the European coffee market is mature, it keeps evolving, with sustainability as a top priority for businesses in the market. 

According to FiBL (2022) the European organic food market has had exceptional growth during 2020, reaching 52 billion euros, with an accelerating growth during the past decade. In the coffee sector, approximately 55 percent of produced coffee globally is certified, however the total industry wide sales of certified coffee only reach to 25 percent. (Centre for Promotion of Imports, 2021)
The growing trend has increased consumers demand for companies’ sustainable actions, resulting in the adoption of certifications on coffee products, to promote sustainability and the companies’ green efforts (Centre for Promotion of Imports, 2021; Coffee Barometer, 2020). According to Finnwatch (2016) and Reinecke, Manning and von Hagen (2011) the coffee industry is considered one of the pioneers for certification schemes and coffee was one of the first products to adopt certifications. 

Research on eco labels, their characteristics and implications on consumer buyer behaviour and sustainable coffee has been studied at large. With both, the increased concerns for the climate and sustainability, and increased green marketing communication, eco labels still stand an integral part to communicate products’ sustainable attribute to consumers. Below Table 1 indicates that numerous research on eco labels, green marketing, and theories of eco labels’ influence on green brand perception (Atkinson and Rosenthal, 2014; Kumar, Polonsky, Dwivedi and Kar, 2019) has been conducted. Various dimensions of sustainability and different perspectives have been applied, with some having focus on certification schemes’ impact on farmers (Bacon, Mendéz, Gomez, Stuart, and Flores, 2008), while many having focus on the impact of labels to consumers’ purchase decision (D’Souza, Taghian and Lamb, 2016; Bathia and Jain, 2013; Delmas, 2010) and willingness-to-pay (De Pelsmacker, Driesen and Rayp, 2005). 

Consequently, it can be argued that only few focus on coffee products, namely eco labels used on coffee products and their influences on consumers’ perception on products’ sustainability.  Additionally, studies indicate that more research must be done on the various factors affecting consumers perception, due to the complexity of voluntary sustainability schemes and eco labels (Taufique et al., 2019).

	Author
	Year
	Empirical context

	Atkinson & Rosenthal
	2014
	Signalling theory of eco labels

	Bacon, Méndez, Gomez, 
Stuart, & Flores
	2008
	Sustainable coffee certification, Nicaragua

	Bathia & Jain
	2013
	Consumer perception, India

	De Pelsmacker, Driesen & Rayp
	2005
	Willingness-to-pay for Fairtrade coffee

	D’Souza, Taghian, Lamb
	2006
	Influence of environmental labels on consumers, Australia

	Delmas
	2010
	Perception of eco-labels on wines, USA

	Kumar, Polonsky, Dwivedi & Kar
	2019
	Elaboration Likelihood Model and green brand evaluation

	Taufique, Polonsky, Vocino & Siwar
	2019
	Consumer understanding and perception of eco labels, development of ECOLSCALE



[bookmark: _Toc120711008]Table 1. Summary of prior research.

[bookmark: _Toc114651649][bookmark: _Toc120797334]Research question and objectives
The aim for this study is to deepen the understanding on how eco labels utilized on coffee product packaging influence consumers perception of the product’s sustainability in two European countries. Businesses must understand the impact of using eco labels on their products as a green marketing tool and its influence on consumers’ perception of sustainability. The study will consider coffee products available in grocery stores, that display one of the three chosen eco labels on their packaging and analyse whether there is influence on consumer’s perception on sustainability among Dutch and Finnish coffee consumers.

From the purpose of the research, one main research question is created, which will be:

“How does using eco labels on coffee packaging influence consumers’ perception of the product’s sustainability in Finland and the Netherlands?”

To work towards the end goal of answering the main research question, it is necessary to dissect it to smaller objectives, to ensure structure and clarity. The objectives of the study below are divided into theoretical and empirical goals. The below goals are the theoretical goals for the study, followed by the empirical goal of the study. 

· To define sustainability and analyse the role of eco labels and their dimensions. 

· To develop a research model through theoretical evaluation of existing literature for evaluating consumers’ perception of different dimensions of sustainability in relation to eco labels. 

· The empirical goal of this study is to analyse and compare the influence of eco labels on consumers’ perception on sustainability between Finnish and Dutch coffee consumers. 

In the academic context, the purpose of this study is to understand and improve the knowledge on eco labels used in coffee products, and consumer’s response to them, particularly the connection between used eco labels and the influence on perceived sustainability. 

[bookmark: _Toc114651650][bookmark: _Toc120797335]Delimitations
Eco labels have a widespread impact on social, economic, and environmental aspects. In this research, the study will not focus on the actual impact of eco labels on social, economic, or environmental level, as these topics are outside of the scope of this study.  However, an analysis on three eco labels and their dimensions is made. The study will focus on the how consumers’ perception emphasises different dimensions of sustainability in relation to the three chosen eco labels. 

The study will focus solely on eco labels visible on coffee products, that are available in common grocery stores and known in both Finland and the Netherlands. By focusing on eco labels only, and not considering other green marketing tools or green brands, the research has a more limited focus. Additionally, three eco labels commonly used on coffee products are chosen, limiting the number of labels available in the food industry, thus contributing to a clearer focus in the study. Additionally, the study will also not focus on multiple-certified products, although this aspect of eco labelling will be reviewed in the analysis of eco-labels. 

The scope of the study is also limited to two European countries, Finland, and the Netherlands, that belong to different market segments. To answer the research question and reach the set study objectives, the study will analyse how use of eco labels influences consumers’ perception of products’ sustainability within chosen countries. 

Through the literature review, a research model was created, following the perception model (Solomon, Bamossy, Askegaard and Hogg, 2016) and the ECOLSCALE (Taufique et al., 2019). However, only three dimensions of the ECOLSCALE (Taufique et al., 2019) are chosen for this research.  These three dimensions were also indicated in research by Kumar, Polonsky, Dwivedi and Kar (2021), thus providing reasoning to choose them as influencing factors. The research will be limited to consumer knowledge, credibility of sustainability quality and consumer trust to further help understanding how these dimensions impact the perceived sustainability of a product bearing an eco-label.

[bookmark: _Toc114651651][bookmark: _Toc120797336]Key concepts of the study
Eco labels are defined by the Global ecolabelling network (2022) as “voluntary method of environmental performance certification and labelling practiced around the world. An eco-label identifies products and services environmentally preferable overall”. 

Voluntary sustainability schemes (VSS) as described by the United Nations Forum on Sustainability Standards, are special rules that guarantee the products you buy will not the environment or the people that make them. 

Sustainability means meeting the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs. Sustainable development is required due to increase threat of climate change, to ensure development efforts of the present does not negatively impact future generations.  (United Nations, 2022)

Consumer perception is the process in which different stimuli e.g., sight, taste, texture, are selected, organized, and interpreted in the brain and translated into meaning. Stimuli are interpreted in various ways, which rely vastly on individual’s perceptual process as not all sensations are noticed. (Solomon, Bamossy, Aaskegaard & Hogg, 2016)

[bookmark: _Toc114651652][bookmark: _Toc120797337]Structure of the study
The paper will be divided into different chapters. The first chapter will focus on the background of the topic, explaining the research gap and an overlook on prior research in the field, then followed by the research question and objectives. The first chapter will also include delimitations and definitions of key words used in the paper. 

The second chapter will focus on an overview of sustainability and its dimensions, followed by a presentation and analysis of the chosen eco labels, thus providing key information for the reader on the research topic. This will be followed by an overlook on consumer perception and prior studies, identifying affecting factors and finally, the chapter will end with a summary of literature and a created research model. 

The third chapter presents the reader with the methodology of the research, including the chosen research method, data collection and analysis methods, including selection of interviewees, as well as discussion on quality of the study.

The fourth chapter introduces the analysis of findings, focusing on the findings on sustainability in general, on eco labels used on coffee products and their impact. The fifth chapter will conclude the paper with a discussion and conclusion of the findings, followed by managerial implications and suggestions for future research. 
[bookmark: _Toc120797338]SUSTAINABILITY AND ECO LABELS

This chapter aims to provide an overlook on sustainability and its dimensions, followed by review and analysis of eco labels and their dimensions. The chapter continues with an overlook at consumer perception of eco labels and finishes with a summary of literature and created research model.

[bookmark: _Toc120797339]Defining sustainability
The term sustainability has been described by the United Nations as meeting the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their needs. Sustainable development is required due to increase threat of climate change, to ensure development efforts of the present does not negatively impact future generations. (United Nations, 2022). Moreover, sustainability is a very current topic, adopted into various research from interdisciplinary fields, in fast-moving consumer products such as cosmetics or food products, to broader organizational studies. 

Sustainability has been described having three equal elements. Kanninen (2012) describes sustainability to include three concepts, economic development, social equity, and environmental protection. Kanninen (2012) also provides another perspective to the three elements, comprising of meeting basic needs, recognizing environmental limits and principles or intergenerational equity. The three main elements, economy, social, and environment are portrayed in Figure 1, as described by Friedman (2020) providing the basis for elaborating sustainability as a concept.

Friedman (2020) argues that sustainability only works when the three elements are in balance. This is supported by Portney (2015) who argues that sustainability can only be achieved if all three elements are grown and developed simultaneously and by Goodland (1995), stating that social sustainability is unattainable without environmental and economic sustainability.
In the business setting, the economic dimension is also known as “governance”, referring to the economic business practice that must be conducted in an ethical and transparent manner (Friedman, 2020). Goodland (1995) describes economic sustainability as having focus on the financial and administrative side of sustainability, meaning focusing on allocation and efficiency of economic capital that flows through both environmental and social dimensions. 

Environmental sustainability focuses on preserving and protecting nature and ecosystems. This aspect is seen as crucial dimension, as without its provided physical inputs, such as the atmosphere and soil, both production and humanity would not exist (Portney, 2015; Goodland, 1995). Environmental sustainability also forms the basis for social sustainability, which is the care and maintenance of human capital, and tackling issues facing this dimension, such as poverty, health issue and lack of education. Thus, it can be argued that one dimension is not able to grow and develop without affecting the other two dimensions. (Portney, 2015; Goodland, 1995)



[bookmark: _Toc120701709]Figure 1. Three elements of sustainability (Friedman, 2020).


According to Portney (2015) global sustainability requires excessive amounts of international cooperation and coordination, which in practice is rarely materialized. According to Kanninen (2012), the current global development model is unsustainable, as businesses are meeting environmental thresholds all while damaging communities and ecosystems. Bansal and DesJardine (2014) explain this phenomenon as the intertemporal trade-offs required by sustainability practices of businesses, where businesses must choose between smaller investments for smaller profits in a shorter timeframe and larger investments for bigger profits later on. Companies should include investments into research and development to secure sustainability, and products in the future. 

Therefore, businesses have the capacity to alter their functions and how those functions operate, while using available resources efficiently and in sustainable manners. Factoring the stress posed to the environment and ecosystems, sustainability efforts have also been emphasized in business reporting, when the World Business Council for Sustainable Development started advocating the triple bottom line -approach. This approach requires businesses to reports yearly on their actions towards more sustainable business, thus creating more accountability and transparency. (Kanninen, 2012; Portney, 2015) However, Bansal and DesJardine (2014) argue that the triple-bottom line approach comes across more as businesses’ responsibility rather than sustainability, due to it missing critical insights on intertemporal trade-offs. 

[bookmark: _Toc120797340][bookmark: _Toc114651659]Eco labels 
Peattie (1992) defines green marketing as a shade of marketing that was created as a response to increasing concerns for the environment and sustainability and the implications for humanity, such as the weakened state of the environment resulting in a lack of resources. Polonsky (2011) defines green marketing as activities designed to generate and facilitate any exchanges intended to satisfy human needs or wants with creating value for individual, society, and the environment. 

The concept has continuously grown since the 1980s, where green marketing was an approach indicating signs of shift in consumers’ attention to sustainable products. (Cherian and Jacob, 2012) According to Bhatia and Jain (2013) green marketing has been perceived by companies as an opportunity to fulfil their objectives. Cairncoss (1992) argues that the growth of green marketing is could possibly be the biggest opportunity for businesses and invention the industrial world has seen to date. Bhatia and Jain (2013) also argue that green marketing efforts have increased as it may provide competitive advantages from competitors. Furthermore, green marketing is supported by Amacher, Koskela and Ollikainen (2002) who argue that businesses operating in the food industry should clearly communicate the sustainability of their entire value chain and end-products.  

Nowadays, with green marketing being a growing trend, businesses have adopted green marketing tools, such as eco labels, aim to increase green consumerism, through informing sustainable commitment efforts of companies and thus persuading consumers to purchase green products. (Cherian and Jacob, 2012) These tools are commonly acknowledged throughout the world to help consumers differentiate green products from regular ones. 

Currently, there exists a vast number of eco labels, all with different sustainability attributes. Some focus on the three dimensions of sustainability, while others have a more limited aspect such as highlighting the recyclability of materials or targeting different groups of stakeholders (Janßen and Langen, 2017). Most consumers, as argued by D’Souza et al. (2006) create the initial perception about available green products in common stores through the information available on the product’s label. Therefore, eco labels can have significant strategic value to businesses, enabling product differentiation from products and competitors that do not make necessary green investments and efforts. 

Occasionally, eco labels are referred to as sustainability labels. Research by Grunert, Hieke and Wills (2014) describes sustainability labels as focusing on the inclusion of environmental and ethical considerations. In their research, Fairtrade and Rainforest Alliance are distinguished from one another by the dimension of sustainability. It suggests that Rainforest Alliance focuses on the environmental dimension of sustainability while Fairtrade has for focus the ethical dimension. This term is also used in research by Van Loo, Caputo, Nayga, Seo, Zhang & Verbeke (2015) where commonly used labels such as Rainforest Alliance and Fairtrade are referred to as sustainability labels. However, the same labels are also found to be referred to as eco labels. Therefore, for the purpose of the research, the chosen certification programmes and their labels will be referred to as eco labels. 

The influence of eco labels on consumers has been studied by D’Souza, Taghian and Lamb (2006). The goal of the research was to investigate how consumers with different levels of environmentalism respond to different eco labels. The sample consisted of 155 Australian citizens, divided into a two-dimensional model of cognitive perspective of environmental products. The research indicates that a correlation can be found between the satisfaction towards eco labels and the accuracy of the label, thus contributing to businesses strategy development on should communicate clear and accurate information through the labels. 

Bhatia and Jain (2013) explain that due to the laws imposed by governments, organizations are required morally and legally to serve the society by increasing their sustainability efforts. Governmental obligations, competitors and consumers also force companies to observe their processes and adapt to the prevailing environment. This has led businesses to increase their communication of sustainability efforts. One way to communicate and signal the sustainability and environmental attributes of a product is with eco labels (Delmas, 2010) According to Delmas (2010) products perceived as environmentally favourable use eco labels to increase their demand. Janssen and Hamm (2011) explain that the key function of eco labels is to communicate to the consumer that the production process is certified and meets set standards. 

However, Panhuysen and Pierrot (2020) argue that many consumers fail to differentiate the merits and value of eco labels of coffee products, thus resulting in confusion and perturbation (Pro Luomu, 2021). A study on organic coffee consumption (Delmas, 2009), showed that less than 20 percent of coffee consumers understood eco labels such as Rainforest Alliance, Fairtrade, and UTZ certified. The lack of understanding of their purpose and meaning can possibly lead to confusion and negative reactions (Delmas, 2010). In addition, De Pelsmacker, Driesen and Rayn (2005) indicate that from a consumer perspective, brands are the most important attribute affecting consumers purchase decisions, while Fairtrade-labels only come in third position. 

In relation to the certified coffee market, key sustainability themes on a producer level can be identified, comprising living condition of farmers, child labour, deforestation and climate change, pesticide use, and water use and wastewater generation. (Kuepper and Kusumaningtyas, 2020). These themes are often at the core of sustainability certification schemes used in coffee products and part of companies’ sustainability strategies to improve social, economic, and environmental sustainability throughout the coffee value chain. (Panhuysen & Pierrot, 2020) Kuepper and Kusumaningtyas (2020) also argue that many actors in the coffee industry rely largely on voluntary certification schemes to fulfill their sustainability commitments. 

Voluntary sustainability schemes or standards (VSS) are measurable and independently audited and monitored from producer to retailer. Their aim is to provide guidelines to better social, economic, and environmental sustainability.  These three elements follow accurately the three elements of sustainability described by Friedman (2020). These voluntary schemes have been a consistent part of the coffee industry for a long period of time, being key elements of businesses’ sustainability strategies. The key sustainable coffee production standards include global certification standards such as Rainforest Alliance, UTZ, Fairtrade International and 4C, often used and visible on coffee product packaging. (Kuepper and Kusumaningtyas, 2020; Panhuysen & Pierrot, 2020)

Rainforest Alliance (RFA) is a non-profit organization, operating internationally at the intersection of business, agriculture, and forests with the aim of making responsible business the new normal. The Rainforest Alliance Certification Program aim to support nature’s biodiversity and green movement (Reinecke, Manning & von Hagen, 2012). The certification program requires the certified product or ingredient to follow set standards of sustainability: social, economic, and environmental (Rainforest Alliance, 2022)

For product labelling, Rainforest Alliance has determined strict labelling requirements. For single ingredient products, such as roasted ground coffee, there are two options that qualify for eligibility.  The use of the Rainforest Alliance certification seal, seen in below Figure 2, used on product packaging, promotional material, and other assets, require either the product content to be at least 90% RFA-certified, calculated by weight, or 100% of the certified product volume must be purchased from an RFA-certified farm (Rainforest Alliance, 2022).

[bookmark: _Toc112064741][image: page5image1803331616]





[bookmark: _Toc120701710]Figure 2. Rainforest Alliance Certification Seal. (Rainforest Alliance, 2022)

The UTZ-label, used for coffee, tea, cocoa, and hazelnut products, portrays more sustainable farming and better opportunities for farmers and their communities and the environment. The certification stands for enabling farmers to use better and more sustainable farming methods, to grow better crops and consequently generate higher income, while keeping a transparent supply chain. (Rainforest Alliance, 2022; Reinecke et al., 2012).

Eligibility to use the UTZ label, shown in below Figure 3, requires strict compliance with requirements set by UTZ, such as good agricultural practices, and safe and healthy working conditions. As of 2018, the UTZ-certification program merged with Rainforest Alliance, and has since been running in parallel with one another. However, after the merger of the two labels and launch of the Rainforest Alliance Certification program and its abovementioned seal in 2020, the UTZ certification and label is being phased out. (Rainforest Alliance, 2022). Despite the merger and consequential phasing out, the UTZ-label was chosen to be part of this research due to its key position and longevity in the market and continuing presence on coffee packaging. 
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[bookmark: _Toc120701711]Figure 3. UTZ certified logo.  (Rainforest Alliance, 2022)

Fairtrade International is a non-profit organization whose goal is to share the benefits of trade equally between its member organizations. These members constitute of producer networks and national Fairtrade organizations. Their aim is to provide farmers stability by offering a Fairtrade minimum price, also known as a fixed price premium, thus helping in an unpredictable environment. The symbol for Fairtrade is their Fairtrade Mark, which is the most globally recognized ethical label and the only label to implement a fair price minimum for purchased green coffee.  (Fairtrade, 2022).

For a coffee product to bear the mark shown in Figure 4, it must meet internationally agreed social, environmental, and economic Fairtrade Standards. These standards are product-specific, requiring compliance to audits and legislative aspects, to pricing requirements, production practices and social aspects of labour. For small-scale coffee producer organizations, the standards include administrative standards such as contract details that follow national and industry regulations. It also includes standards on the fixed prices and how to calculate those as well as environmental aspects in form of climate adaptation plans and agricultural practices. The logo is applicable for single-ingredients products, such a coffee. In addition, products labelled with the logo are fairly produced and traded as well as fully traceable (Fairtrade, 2022).

[image: Fairtrade International]





[bookmark: _Toc120701712]Figure 4. Fairtrade International mark. (Fairtrade, 2022)

These eco labels are all members of the ISEAL Alliance, an association, that requires audits from an accredited independent third-party certification body. (Kuepper and Kusumaningtyas, 2020) ISEAL Alliance is a global membership association for sustainability standards. Its mission is to strengthen the sustainability standard systems all while benefiting people and the environment. Its members must commit to the ISEAL’s Credibility Principles and follow the Codes of Good Practice. In addition, the membership to an association such as ISEAL, brings benefits in form of enabling to acquire data on trends and changes, new standards, and business needs (ISEAL, 2022; Kuepper and Kusumaningtyas, 2020).

[bookmark: _Toc120797341]Sustainability dimensions of eco labels
The Rainforest Alliance certification program issued a new sustainability standard in 2020 after the merger with UTZ-label in 2018, which includes focus on all three dimensions on sustainability. The new program includes standards for both Rainforest Alliance and UTZ-labels; therefore both will be discussed together. The environmental aspect of the standard is supported through farm requirements and supply chain requirements, providing farmers and buyers a clear framework on responsible conduct, thus enabling better crops, adaptation to the changing climate while increasing productivity and reducing costs. Through the improved agricultural practices, the certification aims to offer farmers a possibility to better their livelihoods and protect their environment.  Social and economic dimensions of the certification include promotions of farmers’ livelihoods, through implementing shared responsibility throughout the supply chain in form of investments from both farmers and buyers, and tools to assess income and wages, as well as topics on human rights, through support of gender equity and safe working policies. (Rainforest Alliance, 2020). 

In opposition, Fairtrade offers coffee farmers a fixed fair minimum price, which does not fluctuates based on the global coffee market, thus providing farmers stability in situation where price fluctuation hit the market. In addition, Fairtrade provides a Fairtrade Premium for farmers within the certification scheme who sell their crop. The premium is an additional sum of money, paid out to farmer cooperatives managing the funds. These funds are to be used to develop the farming environment and local communities, in form of schools, new machinery or other investments. In addition, Fairtrade has created a Living Income Reference Price, which aims to indicate the amount of earnings for sufficient living. (Fairtrade, 2022). However, this is only a reference price and does not mean that farmers within the sustainability schemes are paid following the guide. 

Bacon, Méndez, Gómez, Stuart, and Flores (2008) studied whether sustainable coffee certifications are enough to secure small-scale coffee farmers’ livelihoods in Nicaragua. The case study was conducted on 177 households in Northern Nicaraguan small-scale coffee farmers and contributed the continuing interdisciplinary research of certification schemes in producing countries’, while raising critical points on the impact and asymmetries of said schemes. Amongst benefits of belonging to a certification scheme includes development of communities, higher education possibilities and decreased poverty. Unfortunately, the study indicated that coffee sales to certification schemes with a fixed minimum price are insufficient alone to help with extreme poverty and continuous struggle to live a secure and sustainable life. This study provides important insight and critiques the certification schemes of not providing enough security to farmers’ livelihood, thus providing supporting arguments to speculate whether the social and economic dimensions of the Fairtrade label are fulfilled as suggested. 

Consequently, the Rainforest Alliance certification program includes an innovative Living Income Tool, which aims to give certificate holders an estimate of producers’ net income and identify the gap between the actual income of farmers and the standard living income of the respective country. (Rainforest Alliance, 2020) Allegedly, the purpose for this tool is to tackle the social and economic issues of farmers in producing countries. However, the tool is not yet a mandatory requirement and is only available in certain countries, therefore questioning whether the social and economic aspects of this certification are also accomplished. 

All the above voluntary sustainability schemes require initial investments from farmers, such as improving farming methods and labour conditions, to produce coffee that meets the required sustainability standards. (Rainforest Alliance, 2020; Fairtrade 2022; Kuepper & Kusumaningtyuas, 2020) Therefore, many producers belong to multiple certification schemes, as the standards are often similar, hence enabling higher possibilities to sell to buyers looking at different sustainability schemes. According to impact research by Rainforest Alliance (2022), 20 percent of farmers in the Rainforest Alliance -program and 54 percent of farmers in the UTZ-program were certified for at least one other standard. Nevertheless, coffee farmers are still reporting thin profit margins and facing difficulties in obtaining deserved compensation for producing certified coffee, and are looking to cut costs, often from livelihoods and environmental dimensions, due to the lack of shared responsibility from businesses in the coffee value chain, which plays an important part in the continuous efforts of improving sustainability in the coffee industry. (Panhuysen and Pierrot, 2020; Kuepper and Kusumaningtyuas, 2020)

Furthermore, according to Finnwatch (2016), certified coffee is commonly sold at a price premium, which is a requirement by Fairtrade and suggested by other voluntary certification schemes. However, Figure 5 below indicates that less than half of produced certified coffee under the key sustainability schemes is globally sold at a price premium, Rainforest Alliance amounting to 48 percent sold at premium and Fairtrade only 28 percent. Accordingly, this figure provides more insight and support the argument of questioning the actual realization of economic and social dimensions of sustainability by all certification schemes. 
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[bookmark: _Toc120701713]Figure 5. Global coffee production under VSS produced and sold at premium, 2018. 
[bookmark: _Toc120701714](Kuepper and Kusumaningtyas, 2020)

As defined previously in this chapter, the dimensions of sustainability should be developed simultaneously. If this consistency in the development dimension is not attained, it presents a tremendous risk in the development of other dimensions of sustainability. Based on the analysis of the three certification schemes, it can be argued that different sustainability dimensions are emphasized and thus, are in imbalance. To illustrate the different emphasis of each eco label, all three were positioned within the sustainability dimensions adopted by Friedman (2020), shown in Figure 6 below. 

The Rainforest Alliance certification program focuses more on the environment, with its sustainable agricultural standards and promotion of a green movement, thus it can be positioned into the environmental dimensions of the sustainability elements. It connects slightly to the economic and social element, as these elements have been identified in the program. However, as the literature indicates, the lack of mandatory requirements for social and economic tools questions the two other factors’ concrete implementation. UTZ-label has been positioned besides the Rainforest Alliance -label into the environmental dimension, due to their merger and parallel programs, focusing mainly on the environmental aspects of sustainability with little focus on social and economic dimensions. 

The position of the Fairtrade label is supported by the implementation of a fair minimum price and Fairtrade Premium, which both contribute to the social and economic factors of sustainability, throughout the entire coffee supply chain. Fairtrade’s program also has minor focus on the environmental element of sustainability, contributing to the environment element as their program includes environmental standards. To conclude, it can be argued that the weakness of the Rainforest Alliance -certification are the social and economic dimension, whereas Fairtrade -certification’s weakness lies in the environmental dimension. 
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[bookmark: _Toc120701715]Figure 6. Position of eco labels within sustainability dimensions.


[bookmark: _Toc114651661][bookmark: _Toc120797342]Consumer perception of eco labels
Consumer perception is formed by a three-stage process that translates raw stimuli, the five senses of sight, sounds, smell, tastes, and textures, into meaning. The three stages of the process are the exposure, attention, and interpretation, visualized in Figure 7 below. For marketers, utilizing the five senses are important as consumers interpret the stimuli in different ways. The way stimuli are interpreted relies vastly on everyone’s perceptual process as not all sensations are noticed. Therefore, marketers must focus on certain stimuli to attain a level of intensity that will be interpreted by the consumer. (Solomon, Bamossy, Askegaard and Hogg, 2016)
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[bookmark: _Toc120701716]Figure 7. The Perceptual process. (Solomon et al, 2016)
Various studies on eco labels and factors affecting consumers’ perception and its effect on purchase behaviour have been conducted. A survey conducted by Delmas (2009) investigates the perception consumers have of organic labels and which factor influence said perception. The sample covered 400 American respondents and consequently proved that a negative perception and reaction towards eco labels is supported by lack of knowledge and proper understanding of their functions. Therefore, it can be argued that prior knowledge and understanding of eco labels supports positive perception. Additionally, Delmas proved in the research that products labelled with additional benefits, such as healthier option, are more likely to create and support a positive perception in consumers. 
Moreover, Bathia and Jain (2013) conducted consumer research on consumer perception towards eco-friendly labelled products in India. The paper focused to highlight the consumers’ perception and consequently preferences on the green marketing practices and products. A sample of 106 respondent showed a high level of green marketing awareness and green values. Consequently, the study also pointed out a lack of understanding and awareness in green initiatives taken by governments and non-governmental agencies. 
Taufique, Polonsky, Vocino and Siwar (2019) researched consumers’ understanding and perception of eco labels to validate a multidimensional measure comprising consumer knowledge, consumer awareness and involvement, credibility of environmental quality, consumer trust, design and visibility, persuasiveness, information clarity and private benefit. From their extensive research, a multidimensional measure called 27-item ECOLSCALE, with the purpose of embedding the different measures of consumers’ understanding and perception of eco-labelling. This created measure is an advance to prior single-dimensional investigations conducted on eco labelling. Primarily, the scale can be used to further research consumers’ perception on eco-labelling schemes or to monitor performance of individual eco-labels. In addition, the scale can be adopted into other research by choosing selected dimensions. 
The positive perception towards green information has been studied by Kumar, Polonsky, Dwivedi and Kar (2021), through exploring the impact of the Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM) of information processing in green marketing context. Elaboration Likelihood Model includes two routes of information processing, central and peripheral, both of which are dependent on the consumers’ involvement level, in other words consumers’ knowledge, which help consumers assess information received from eco labels or other content such as advertisements. 
In the marketing context, two strategies can be implemented based on the involvement level of consumers. Low involvement strategy is commonly used by marketers on products, where consumers do not have a specific desire between similar products, thus responding to a simple stimulus during the purchasing decision e.g., product packaging. These products are usually necessities, purchased frequently, where the consumers are not likely to process complex brand-related information. Low-involved consumers are more likely to process peripheral cues. On the contrary, high involvement strategy is commonly used with purchases that impact the consumers’ perception on themselves, involving information seeking and central cues, including own experiences, comparisons of products and reviews, thus creating a deeper level of involvement in the purchasing decision. (Solomon et al., 2016; Kumar et al, 2021)
Further, it is suggested that consumer knowledge and eco-label credibility both influence consumers’ perception of information credibility, particularly in high-knowledge consumers. These consumers are more likely to use information-processing to support their thought process, whereas low-knowledge consumers might face difficulties in processing the information. When choosing a product, it is more likely that high-involvement consumers are guided by their own thoughts and prior experiences with green products, increasing the confidence of their knowledge. This is turn, impacts the level of knowledge consumers possess and the willingness to absorb new information. The study also finds that consumers’ perception of the eco-label credibility influences consumers’ trust in the information, thus can positively impact consumers’ green brand credibility. Therefore, eco labels can effectively be used to influence consumers’ perception on green brands. (Kumar et al, 2021)
The following section will present the three chosen factors, contributing to the perception of eco labels, chosen and adapted from the ECOLSCALE by Taufique et al. (2019).
Consumer knowledge: consumers must have knowledge and recognize the eco-labelling schemes and labels, understand their meaning, thus creating trust towards the information provided. The concept is defined as key for consumers’ understanding of ecolabelling. (Taufique et al, 2014) Positive perception of eco labels is supported by prior knowledge and understanding of eco labels, as suggested by Delmas (2010) through research on US citizens. This dimension correlates with the study by Kumar et al (2021) where consumers’ level of knowledge, divided to high and low, is shown to have impact on the brand perception. 
Credibility of sustainability quality: the aim of this factor is to determine how credible consumers perceive the given information on the eco label. The source of the eco label (NGO, corporate or government agency) influences to a certain extent also the credibility of given information, however dependant on the involvement level of consumers (Atkinson & Rosenthal, 2014). Taufique et al. (2019) suggest that the information given on the label is related to environmental attributes, thus communicating environmental superiority. However, with help of existing literature and research, it can be identified that in fact, eco labels have multiple dimensions, and do not only relate to environmental attributes. 

Consumer trust: the information communicated on eco labels need to be trusted by consumers and this dimension has been shown to be a powerful factor in consumer behaviour (Atkinson & Rosenthal, 2014). As mentioned by Pierrot and Panhyusen (2020), and Janssen and Hamm (2011), many consumers fail to understand what is communicated via eco labels, the different aspects of certification schemes, thus resulting in a lack of trust in labels. Additionally, Atkinson and Rosenthal (2014) identified that in low-involvement scenarios consumers are more likely to trust eco-labels from governmental sources than corporate. However, Testa, Vaccari, and Ferrari (2013) suggest that trust in words from corporations has been impacted negatively by the increased use of greenwashing, hence consumers becoming hesitant in believing the sustainable claims. 

[bookmark: _Toc120797343][bookmark: _Toc114651663]Summary of literature 
The literature review enabled to study and analyse the concept of sustainability and its three dimensions in depth. Following, the literature review focused on eco labels, their inclusion in companies’ green marketing efforts, continuing by presenting the chosen three eco labels that will be studied in the paper. The eco labels are analysed with the help of the three sustainability dimensions. Further, the consumer perception of eco labels is studied, identifying three factors influencing the perception are chosen for the study.  The main findings from the review can be reviewed below:

· Sustainability is of increasing importance concern related to the changing climate. The concept of sustainability includes three dimensions: social, economic, and environmental. 

· Voluntary sustainability schemes identified are Fairtrade, Rainforest Alliance, and UTZ, which all belong to ISEAL alliance, requiring third party certifications. 

· Eco labels are a vital part of improving sustainability amongst consumers and businesses. Eco labels comprise of three dimensions, social, economic, and environmental, which follow the three dimensions of sustainability. 

· Consumers’ perception of eco labels and its impact on consumer buyer behaviour has been studied for years, often focusing on one or few dimensions. Consumers’ perception of eco labels is also related to the level of involvement. 

From the literature review, a research model was created, displayed below In Figure 8. The model implements some factors identified by Taufique et al. (2019) and Kumar et al. (2021), in their research while following the perceptual model by Solomon et al. (2014). The research will focus on three aspects: consumer knowledge, credibility of sustainability quality and consumer trust in eco labels and how they influence the perceived products’ sustainability. In the model, the initial attention is created by the eco labels. The model continues to the interpretation stage of the perceptual process, where the three chosen factors are seen as the contributing factors to one’s interpretation of the eco labels. Finally, the process end as the perception of product’s sustainability, which is divided into the sustainability dimensions, social, economic, and environmental. 
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[bookmark: _Toc120701717]Figure 8. Proposed research model.

[bookmark: _Toc120797344]METHODOLOGY

This chapter aims to provide the reader information on the chosen research method, followed by supportive arguments for why this method was chosen. Then, an introduction to the sample is given as well as information on how the analysis is conducted. 

[bookmark: _Toc120797345]Research method
Quantitative research is based on numbers, analysed, and presented by using statistical tools. The method often includes a larger sample, where data is collected in form of questionnaires and further organized and structured to analyse and empirically test created hypotheses. Qualitative research method is a process in which the researcher seeks to understand in depth a social phenomenon within their natural context, aiming to find answers on why a phenomenon is happening. Therefore, qualitative approach is used to study human behaviour, such as consumer behaviour or employee attitudes and changes in behaviour. (Klenke, 2016; Krishnaswami and Satyaprasad (2010) 

In addition, research in the business field can be divided into three types, exploratory, descriptive, and causal, which all differ from one another largely. Exploratory research aims to study preliminary information to define problems and hypotheses. Causal research has for objective to test hypotheses on cause-and-effect relationships, which is mainly used to predict and test hypotheses, such as consumer attitudes and its impact on buying behaviour. Descriptive research aims to describe the phenomenon studied such as the attitudes and behaviour of consumers, thus being the choice for the purpose of this paper. (Sachdeva, 2008) 

Many of the previously conducted research on eco labels have been studied using quantitative research (Atkinson & Rosenthal, 2014; Delmas, 2010; Grunert, Hieke and Wills, 2014; Taufique et al., 2019). Prior research on consumer attitudes and its impact on buying behaviour, and sustainability have been a conducted using both quantitative and qualitative research methods, as well as descriptive and causal research types (Bahtia & Jain, 2013; De Pelsmaker et al. 2005). To study more in depth the influence of eco labels to consumers’ perception on sustainability, a qualitative research method was chosen. The decision was based on the phenomenon studied, with the aim of deepening the understanding on how consumers’ perception on sustainability is impacted through eco labels.

[bookmark: _Toc120797346]Data collection 
Multiple ways exist to conduct qualitative research. Usual methods include case studies and interviews, both individual and group interviews, which are the primary data collection technique in qualitative research (Sachdeva, 2008; Denny and Weckesser, 2022). In addition, qualitative research can be conducted using other exploratory techniques such as focus groups, observation method and secondary data analysis. (Sachdeva, 2008) For this research, a qualitative research method is chosen, conducted through using individual semi-structured interviews. Through the analysis, the findings are also supported by secondary data. 

The individual interviews provide an in-depth exploration to experiences, choices, and biographies, whereas group interviews focus more on public issues and attitudes. During group interviews, respondents are more likely to be influenced by others’ opinions, which could lead to less reliable data. Moreover, holding a group interview creates more challenging in scheduling, as arranging a time that suits chosen respondents may propose difficulties. Thus, individual interviews are easier to schedule and arrange to fit respondents’ own schedules. (Mariampolski, 2001)

The interviews may also be divided into three types, unstructured, semi-structured and structured interviews, out of which the last provides most direct comparability to the others. Most often, qualitative research will be conducted in semi-structured or unstructured, due to the ability to develop a dialogue and gather more data with the interviewees based on their answers. (Sachdeva, 2008; Mariampolski, 2001) The semi-structured interviews aim to understand and verify the perception of the eco labels, hence leaving room to develop a dialogue and ask additional questions that may arise throughout the interview. 

As the target of the study is to deepen the understanding on how eco labels used on coffee packaging influence consumers perception of products’ sustainability, a purposive sampling method is selected. Purposive sampling requires that the selected interviewees share some similar characteristics, relevant to the research (Denny & Weckesser, 2022). Accordingly, the selected interviewees must be coffee consumers, citizens of the chosen countries and represent a similar age, between 24 and 30 years old, for the data to be comparable. 

Several companies operating in the European market segment consumers by geographic factors such as regions (Scandinavia or Benelux), where the characteristics of consumers is perceived to be similar (Solomon et al., 2016). Consumer can also be divided by countries with national borders, that may differ from one another culturally vastly. Therefore, a single market area such as the European Union, can have culturally specific consumption as well as cross-cultural consumption, such as shared values and lifestyles (Solomon et al, 2016). Therefore, the study is limited to two European countries, Finland, and the Netherlands, that belong to different market segments, when divided into regions.

Considering the characteristics of the sample identified, the interviewer contacted connections from various cities within Finland and the Netherlands, with the main criteria of being a coffee consumer. A Dutch interviewee helped to provide contact details of other Dutch respondents, that met the predetermined criteria and thus would be eligible for the interview. Interviewees from both countries were acquaintances of the author.

In total, 11 people were contacted, leading to 9 successfully conducted interviews. Two of the contacted people did not fulfill all the predetermined criteria set for the sample, and thus, were excluded from the research. The interviews were held in both Finnish and English, accommodating to the needs of the interviewees. The respondents consisted of five Finnish and four Dutch citizens all aged between 24–30-year-old. The respondents from Finland were from three different cities, Helsinki, Nokia, and Vaasa, and respondents from the Netherlands were from Rotterdam and Venlo. All interviewees had a similar background in education, ranging between high school diploma to master’s degree. 

All participants were asked of their willingness to be identified in the research by gender and what gender do they want to be identified in. The permission to include gender in the demographic data of the research was granted by all participants. The interviewees consisted of 6 female respondents and 3 male respondents, representing both countries. The time used for the interviews varied between 20-45 minutes. 

 The total collected demographical data of the respondents can be seen in below Table 2. 
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[bookmark: _Toc120711009]Table 2. Overview of interviewee demographics

The interviews were held during a period of two weeks, conducted using phone and videocalls, dependant of the respondents’ availability. During the interviews, respondents were first reminded of the topic, as they have been introduced to the topic when recruited to participate. Secondly, the interviewer asked for permission to record the conversation as audiotape, to enable revisiting the conversation and transcription, both necessary for the analysis. To get into the research topic, respondents were first asked basic details of their demographics, followed by questions on general sustainability. 

The sample was questioned on their evaluation process for coffee products in store as well as evaluation of general sustainability, helping to steer the conversation towards the research topic. Finally, each of the three eco label was shown to the interviewee during the interview, with the purpose to find out if the pre-determined influencing factors have an impact on their perception and which dimensions of sustainability are connected to the label. Questions drafted for this portion of the interview were to help bring up the dimensions of sustainability if they were not mentioned by the interviewee. 

The detailed interview guide used in the interviews can be found in the Appendix 1 of this paper. 

[bookmark: _Toc120797347]Data analysis
Qualitative interview process includes data analysis simultaneously with data collection. This could be done with the help of moderators and observers whose purpose is to find patterns in respondents, enabling the interview to confirm and evolve on the patterns. Collected data can include various types of materials, such as video- and audiotapes of interviews, notes taken from observers and moderators along with visual and written exercises by respondents. (Mariampolski, 2001) 

As the research is conducted by the author of this paper, there will be no additional moderators or observers to focus on respondents, hence the data needs to be collected with the help of technology, to provide the interviewer more time to elaborate on the analysis. The interviewer may also write notes on keywords and bullet points, that qualifies as data. The consent of recording the interviews from all respondents was demanded, following good ethical principles of business research (Eriksson and Kovalainen, 2008), enabling data that can be revisited for the purpose of the analysis. 

To familiarize oneself and analyse the collected empirical data, transcribing the recorded interviews is necessary. According to Hepburn (2017) transcribing, otherwise transforming the spoken words of an interview to written format, is considered an essential part of qualitative research. Therefore, the data collected in the individual interviews was transcribed and then coded into descriptive tags, enabling categorizing, and conceptualizing the main topics. (Eriksson and Kovalainen, 2008; Saldana, 2011) 

The data collected can be analysed through inductive or deductive approach. Inductive approach does not use predetermined key words as codes, as codes are created through the analysis of data, enabling in-depth exploration. On the contrary, deductive approach utilizes predetermined codes, created from the literature review and prior research on the research topic. In qualitative research, some approach is often chosen as it is beneficial to generalize and categorize the data into codes and themes, enabling to create conclusions and help the analysis. (Saldana, 2011) This research will apply a hybrid method, combining both deductive and inductive approaches. Through the deductive approach, key words identified from the literature review are chosen to be the predetermined codes. These keywords include the following: Knowledge, Credibility, Trust, Social, Economic and Environmental. However, the hybrid approach enables more in-depth exploration of the data, as more codes might arise through the analysis with the possibility of creating new themes.

During the coding process, each tag was given a specific colour, which were applied to the transcriptions. The colour coding also helps in categorizing and coding the data, to further help with visualizing the data for the analysis. 

[bookmark: _Toc120797348]Trustworthiness of the study 
Qualitative research can be evaluated on its reliability which is the indicators of consistency of results on repeated studies and on validity, which is the ability create correct answers (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008; Mariampolski, 2001). Ensuring that the sample shares similar characteristics through purposive sampling, such as being a coffee consumer, their age and nationality, as explained above, will in turn impact the validity of the data in a positive manner. If selection is not well conducted, there is a risk of lack of accuracy in the data, thus creating no value to the conclusions (Mariampolski, 2001).  However, the interviewees of this research were all acquaintances of the author of this paper, which may be seen as an impacting effect on the interviewees’ answers, thus affecting the quality of the findings. 

To further improve the reliability of the data, it is essential for the researcher to maintain an objective perspective throughout the entire research process from conducting interviews to analysis and conclusions. Therefore, it is crucial that the interview questions are not leading and impacting the answers of the interviewees. The interview questions were drafted to not be leading but leaving room for elaboration, by paying attention to the choice of words, such as starting questions with “how” instead of “does”. Additionally, the researcher must keep a neutral mentality, and focus on the findings of the research and not their own opinions on the topic. Remaining a neutral mentality towards the topic during interviews was seen as challenging as the topic of the research is very current and important and conversations with interviewees could have been elaborated much further outside of the scope of the thesis, while bringing in personal opinion and ideas.

Furthermore, the interview guide used to conduct the interviews, can be found in the appendices of this paper. It includes research on basic demographics of interviewees and the semi-structured interview questions. In addition, processes used for the data collection and analysis on the research are clearly stated and described in this chapter, contributing to the reliability of the research. 

[bookmark: _Toc120797349]FINNISH AND DUTCH CONSUMERS’ PERCEPTION

The focus of the conducted study was on consumers’ perception of coffee products, with the aim of finding out whether eco labels have an impact on that perception of sustainability. The research gave insight to what dimensions of sustainability are emphasized by the consumers in coffee and in the selected eco labels commonly used on coffee products. 

The sample consisted of consumers of coffee products, all with some level of knowledge and consideration for sustainability. Other criteria were also given to the sample, which were fulfilled by all respondents included in the research. The level of knowledge and consideration for sustainability varied amongst the interviewees, with some being very conscious and pursuing sustainable consumption habits in all aspects, while some were considering sustainability in only some aspects of their daily life, such as clothing or transportation but not in food choices. Apart from these examples, the interviewees represented various levels of sustainability. 

This chapter comprises of the research findings, first reviewing the general level of sustainability of the respondents followed by focusing on the influencing factors on the perception of eco labels and then evaluating coffee products’ perceived sustainability. These findings will help to answer the research question of how does eco labels influence coffee product’s perceived sustainability among consumer in Finland and the Netherlands. The data collected through the research will be supported by secondary data on the sustainable coffee market in general and in both Finland and the Netherlands. 

[bookmark: _Toc120797350]Sustainability in general 
To start the interview process, interviewees were asked on their view of sustainability in general and the level of importance it has in their life. In addition, interviewees were asked why sustainability is important for them, enabling to understand what dimensions of sustainability they considered. All interviewees shared their insights, explaining that sustainability is an important topic for them in all aspects of life and consumption, and its importance has grown over the years simultaneously with the grown research and information available. All interviewees considered sustainability to be important because of their increased concerns for the planet and the changing climate, due to the discussions and increased awareness around the topic. This has led them to be more environmentally conscious.  Many of the interviewees explained that they aim to make sustainable choices in their diet such as reducing meat and dairy and buying local foods or by minimizing clothing purchases.

“To me, it is important because of the planet and its state and for the sake of future generations.” - Interviewee G

“I consume sustainably so future generation will also have resources. But also, I personally do not want to live on a planet where we are drowning in things and trash.” - Interviewee H

“I think sustainability is very important, because in general people are overconsuming, and I wish all companies had some basis standards for sustainability, to not ruin the world and environment and for our children to have a nice future.” – Interviewee F

“For me, sustainability is very important, and I aim to follow a sustainable lifestyle and make choices that are good for the environment, for instance when buying new clothing or furniture, I try to find second hand-options and look for the materials used. In my diet, I do not consume meat because farming is bad for the environment.” – Interviewee B

“I feel like if everyone could promote sustainable choices in their daily life and consumption, it is very important for the future of our planet.” – Interviewee I

On several occasions, interviewees mentioned both environmental and social reasons for sustainable consumption or as a reasoning for the importance of sustainability.

In addition to the concern for the environment, interviewees pointed out that sustainability is important for the people. Namely, it plays an important role in ensuring healthy and good working conditions for the people working in manufacturing of products, in various industries such as farming of fruits and other foods or in fashion. 

“It is important for me because I am aware of the situation the world is currently, and with my actions I can impact how the people are treated or in what conditions they work in when farming raw materials or manufacturing clothes. That is why I choose brands that are working in a sustainable manner.” – Interviewee D

The social dimension is also considered important for future generations, to ensure they have resources for a good life. Therefore, the drivers for sustainable consumption can be divided into environmental and social reasons, thus, emphasizing these two dimensions of sustainability the most. 

“I think sustainability is very important, because in general people are overconsuming, and I wish all companies had some basis standards for sustainability, to not ruin the world and environment and for our children to have a nice future.” – Interviewee F

“To me, it is important because of the planet and its state and for the sake of future generations.” - Interviewee G

“Promoting sustainability is not only important for the environment, but also important for better human rights such as bettering the living conditions of the people. I see sustainability as a very diverse entity and that is why it is important for me.” – Interviewee I

Two interviewees, A and G, considered sustainable consumption and lifestyle to be difficult, as businesses and society are making it difficult to consume in a sustainable manner, with increased prices for more sustainable products or excessive use of plastic in supermarkets, which in turn drives to consume unsustainable options. 
“I think sustainability is a necessary thing to save the world and, in my opinion, society and businesses make it very difficult for us to behave in a sustainable manner. Many things in the stores have plastic in it, often sustainable things are more expensive. Alternative non-sustainable products are less expensive, which at the end of the day, are more tempting if the products are very similar.”  – Interviewee A
“Sustainability is very important, but I find it hard to be sustainable in all aspects. I try to be as sustainable as possible with my clothes, with my diet by eating less meat and with traveling less.”  - Interviewee G
However, many interviewees did point out that they aim to be sustainable in their actions, viewing their own habits critically and stating that they are not able to say they are fully sustainable. 

[bookmark: _Toc120797351]Perception of sustainability of eco labels
To analyze the influencing factors on eco labels, interviewees were shown the three selected eco labels, with the aim to understand their knowledge, trust on the labels’ sustainability efforts and credibility of their sustainability quality. 

[bookmark: _Toc120797352]Rainforest Alliance
Rainforest Alliance label was shown to the interviewees as the first label. The interviewees stated to have seen the label on food products before but were not aware of what the label stands for regarding sustainability. The label’s design itself reminded the interviewees of the environment because it states the nature, rainforest and displays a frog. Some interviewees were more familiar with the label, and knew it aims to protect the environment through sustainable farming. However, the label did not represent the social dimension of sustainability. 

“This reminds me of rainforests, based on what I can see it on the logo. I am not familiar with this label, and I am unsure if I have ever seen it on products before.” – Interviewee D

“It makes me think of protecting the rainforest and that they were not harmed in the manufacturing process of the product.” – Interviewee F

“This logo makes me think that it aims to preserve rainforests and that rainforests are not harmed in the farming. This is purely based on the logo as I do not have much knowledge on this eco label. On the label it also states the people, thus I want to believe this has some impacts on the working conditions of the farmers too.” – Interviewee B

“I think coffee that bears this label, is most likely produced in some South American country, because it mentions the rainforest. Which is good because rainforests need to be protected.” – Interviewee I

Regarding the interviewees trust towards the Rainforest Alliance, a clear division could be seen.  Interviewees stated that if seen on a product, they would be able to trust the label, even with little knowledge on the sustainability dimensions of the label. 

“I feel like I can trust this label, based purely on the logo, as I am not that familiar with this label.” – Interviewee A

“Nowadays there are so many eco label, that I think many of them can be confusing, especially when I do not know all of them and all their aspects. But to me, this one seems clear, even if I am not certain on what their aim is.” – Interviewee B

“I feel like I can trust this label, because it is a well-known certification but not as large as some other that have had scandals, so this gives me the feeling that it is more reliable and focuses on the good.” – Interviewee F

“I would trust this because it looks like a proper label, but I do not know the label itself.” – Interviewee G

On the contrary, interviewees D, E and I expressed that their lack of knowledge of the label’s dimensions of sustainability impacted their ability to trust the label. 

“Personally, I think I do not have enough knowledge on this label to be able to trust it.” – Interviewee D

“To a certain extent yes, it seems trustworthy based on the name, but I do not know enough of it to be able to trust it.” – Interviewee I

Interviewee E clarified that the lack of trust negatively impacts the credibility of the sustainability  quality of the label.

“If I purchase the product that has this label, I do not trust that every aspect of sustainability is perfect, but I do think that it is better than nothing.” – Interviewee E

[bookmark: _Toc120797353]Fairtrade -label
The second label shown to the interviewees was the Fairtrade -label. This label was familiar to all interviewees, all explaining that the purpose of the label is to pay the farmers a fair amount for their work and products. Knowledge of the Fairtrade -label was much higher than the other two labels, known by all interviewees, due to the vast use of the label on different types of products and on commonly purchased goods. This label was mainly connected to the social and economic dimensions of sustainability mainly, as interviewees knew the aspects of social standards as well as the economic standards of fair business. 

“When the Fairtrade -label is on a coffee product, I think the beans have been grown with respect to the people. “– Interviewee B

“I want to think that this certification has more monitoring on different dimensions of the supply chain, namely on the social and economic side of sustainability.” – Interviewee C

“The producers of the products receive a fair price and their position in the supply chain is being promoted.” – Interviewee F

Interviewee A also indicated that the label reminds them of the environment, thus connecting the label to the environmental dimension on sustainability as well.

“I am not familiar with all the aspects of this eco label, but for me, Fairtrade label is the one I connect the most to good and sustainable product, that are produced with care for the people and environment.” – Interviewee A

Interviewees showed different levels of trust towards this label, for various reasons. For some interviewees, the presence of the label on food products and coffee was considered as obvious and familiarity of the label on a superficial level was sufficient to create trust. 
“I can trust this label because I have knowledge on it. It also is not very largely displayed on packaging, so it feels legitimate and not as if the company only wants me to purchase the product because of a label.” – Interviewee D
	
“This one I am more familiar with, as I know the background and standards of the certification, which also increases my trust in the certification as well”. – Interviewee I	

Interviewee C indicated that since Fairtrade is more commonly used and more discussed in the society, it becomes more trustworthy.

“I feel like eco labels in general exist for a reason, therefore I want to trust them. To me, some labels, like Fairtrade, are more trustworthy, because there are more accepted and there is more general knowledge about it in society.”  – Interviewee C

In addition, Interviewees indicated that deeper knowledge on the label and its dimensions created deeper trust towards the label itself. However, greater knowledge also brought up skepticism towards the actual performance of the standards in the farmer communities and throughout the supply chain, thus impacting the credibility of the sustainability qualities of the label. This skepticism was based on reading and documentaries exposing the claims of the certification’s implementation in the farmer’s communities and working conditions. 

“I feel like I can trust, based on my knowledge about the fair payments, and the workers being treated well and in good working conditions, however I am skeptical on whether these things are really happening or not.” – Interviewee A

“When the fairtrade -label is on a coffee product, I think the beans have been grown with respect to the people. And I even consider it a given, that a product has this label. However, I do still feel a little hesitant as to if the standards are met.” – Interviewee B

“It does not necessarily give me a positive perception towards the product because it is one of the bigger labels I connect with greenwashing, as in getting the label in easy and does not even have to be that sustainable.” – Interviewee F

“I hope I can trust this label; I expect the label is given when the fairtrade standards are fulfilled, but I am not 100 percent certain. I have read before of products having a label but then through research it is shown that it was not legitimate, and that is why sometimes I am skeptical if the product should really have it or not.” – Interviewee G

[bookmark: _Toc120797354]UTZ-certified
UTZ-certified was the third and last label to be reviewed in the interviews. Through the research, it could be found that the UTZ-certification was the least known to both, the Finnish and Dutch consumers. Although the least known by all interviewees, many were familiar with it and had seen it on food products, mainly chocolate. Most interviewees considered the label to not be related to sustainability.  It was considered either a certification for food safety by Interviewee D. 

“This one does not remind me of sustainability. I think this one is related to being safe to purchase, but not in a sustainable manner. The label itself does not remind me of sustainability either based on the coloring”. – Interviewee D

Interviewee B assumed the label’s sustainability dimension to be environmental, based on their own judgement. 

“I am familiar with this logo, but I do not know what it represents. I would assume it is related to environmental aspects of sustainability, such as good farming practices, purely based on my own judgement of certification schemes used on food products. Based on the logo itself, it does not remind me on anything sustainability-related, because the color is red.” – Interviewee B 

The unfamiliarity of the label and lack of knowledge of the certification’s requirements resulted in a lack of trust of the interviewees towards this label. Interviewee F explained that the lack of trust emerges from the skepticism towards larger companies, who use certifications as greenwashing to increase sales. 

“This one does not remind me of sustainability really. I feel like this is also similar to Fairtrade and get the feeling of big companies doing greenwashing.” – Interviewee F

For many others, the lack of trust towards the label stemmed from the lack of knowledge of the certification’s sustainability standards. 

“I feel like this label is on all coffee packages, but to me, this one is the least trustworthy. And in addition, I am not aware of what the certification requires, which in my opinion, makes the label seem sketchier.”  – Interviewee E

“I do not know if I can trust this fully, because I do not know enough about the certifications.”  - Interviewee G

“I know this label is vastly used on food products, which indicates its legitimacy. But on the other hand, I personally do not know the standards and background of the label. If I knew more about it, I feel like I could trust it more.” – Interviewee I

Interviewees felt that increasing their knowledge of the certification’s standards could impact their trust in positive manner. Interviewee H clarified to have blindly trusted the label, as it can be found on many coffee packages and other foods, without questioning the aspects of sustainability or the certification itself. 

“I do not know what this certification stands for, but I have seen it and blindly trusted it, just because it is on so many coffees and other products.” – Interviewee H


As defined previously, consumer knowledge is one of the influencing factors chosen for the research. Consumers must have knowledge and recognize the eco-labelling schemes and labels, understand their meaning, thus creating trust towards the information provided. This factor is defined as key for consumers’ understanding of ecolabelling (Taufique et al, 2019). As seen from the findings of all three eco labels, the interviewees showed different levels of knowledge and their aspects. Some interviewees experienced a lack of knowledge of the eco labels and their standards while some knew vastly, therefore the levels of knowledge ranged from low to high. For Rainforest Alliance and UTZ-certified, many considered their familiarity to be superficial on the standards behind the certifications, which indicates a lack of knowledge and contributed to a lack a trust towards the labels. This finding contributes to the research by Delmas (2010) which suggests that the lack of knowledge of the labels contributes to a more negative perception, while more knowledge of labels is found to have an opposite effect. 

Some interviewees explained that they trust the labels shown in the interview, even with minimal knowledge on the dimensions of sustainability and sustainability quality of the label, namely this phenomenon was found with the Rainforest Alliance-label. Still, the most well-known label was the Fairtrade-certification, which was known by all interviewees. It was observed to experience the most scepticism towards the credibility of sustainability quality as well. This finding relates to the research by Kumar et al. (2021), showing that higher knowledge and understanding on the eco label impacts consumers’ perception, particularly in relation to information credibility. 

Consumer trust is determined to be a powerful actor in consumer behavior by Atkinson and Rosenthal (2014). As researched by Pierrot and Panhyusen (2020), and Janssen and Hamm (2011), consumers may fail to understand the information that is being communicated with eco labels and their sustainability dimensions, which impacts the trust in the labels. This phenomenon can also be observed through this research, where interviewees experienced a lack of trust towards labels unknown to them, mainly Rainforest Alliance and UTZ-certified. For UTZ-certified, only Interviewee H disclosed trust towards the label, even without knowledge on the specific sustainability attributes. This suggest that the lack of knowledge of the label dimensions impacts the consumer trust in the label, indicating that trust and knowledge are connected. This phenomenon was studied by Atkinson and Rosenthal (2014) explaining that the information communicated on the label must be trusted by consumers to perform well.

Testa, Vaccari, and Ferrari (2013) suggest in their research that trust in words from corporations has been impacted negatively by the increased use of greenwashing, hence consumers becoming hesitant in believing the sustainable claims. This lack of trust was also indicated in the research by Interviewee A, D, and G explaining that awareness of greenwashing attempts from corporation, exposed on the media, has resulted in mistrust towards more well-known certification schemes, such as Fairtrade and UTZ. All interviewees who pointed out corporations using eco labels deceitfully were Dutch consumers. 

“Some eco labels of other have been talked about in documentaries, providing insights on what really is happening; therefore, I am not sure if I can trust them fully.” – Interviewee A

“I wish eco labels are a positive thing. However, with the knowledge I currently have on them, I am worried that big companies are using sustainability to get sales and are not really operating sustainably.” – Interviewee D

“I have read before of products having a label but then through research it is shown that it was not legitimate, and that is why sometimes I am sceptical if the product deserves it or not.” – Interviewee G


The discussion on greenwashing was developed further with Interviewee F, who explained that during their travels, they had visited coffee plantations in South America, whose farmers sell to a large international coffee company. The interviewee pointed out that the company emphasizes its sustainability actions to end-consumers at large, however, through the discussion with the plantation’s farmers, it was found out that the local people think this big corporation is striping them from their livelihoods. Therefore, Interviewee F has a very skeptical perception towards some eco labels, mainly the ones used by large companies. 

“I feel like UTZ is also similar to Fairtrade and get the feeling of big companies doing greenwashing. During my travels, I have visited a coffee farm of a big international coffee company, and I must say they did a very good job in greenwashing. And in reality, the local farmers think that the big corporations are not doing any good. So, that makes me think that big companies can acquire the certifications very easily, without actually doing anything good.” – Interviewee F

Some Finnish interviewees showed skepticism towards the implements of the eco labels and their monitoring but expressed their trust in the industry and the legislation. None of the Finnish interviewees expressed their concerns for greenwashing by companies.  The trust towards the eco labels could also be explained with the trust in the brands’ sustainability actions as disclosed by Interviewee B, E and H. The brands they support are stated to be local, with a local manufacturing of the final consumer product. This would include the final stages on the supply chain, such as roasting and packaging. 

“My trust in the labels is also impacted by the brand I see the product on. If it is on a product of a brand I know and trust, then I am more eager to trust that the label is legitimate.” – Interviewee B

“I trust certain brands more and keep purchasing their products, because I have done research on them and am familiar with the sustainability efforts they do and thus, the certifications they have.” – Interviewee E

“I have trusted the brands I purchase, and they disclose that their coffee is sustainable. Therefore, I can trust the labels displayed on their packaging.” – Interviewee H
 
Credibility of sustainability quality, as defined previously, is highly influenced by the source of the label, that being a government agency, corporate or NGO. According to Atkinson and Rosenthal (2014) that credibility is to a certain extent dependent on the level of knowledge of the consumers. In the research, many interviewees expressed their skepticism towards the implementation of the certifications’ standards. 

On a general level, the interviewees viewed eco labels as a positive matter, with the aim to protect and better the dimensions of sustainability, through protecting the environment, helping with human rights, and working conditions of people and making businesses more sustainable. However, many interviewees expressed their doubts, bringing up the lack of information, monitoring and visibility to the implementation of the sustainability standards. These doubts were based on readings and awareness of the discussion around the labels. These doubts on the credibility had a direct impact on the trust towards the eco labels as well. 
“I am skeptical towards eco labels because I have read some criticism on them and that their actions are not actually sustainable, and their objectives are not fulfilled. Some eco labels of other industries have been talked about in documentaries, providing insights on what really is happening; therefore, I am not sure if I can trust them fully.”
– Interviewee A

“In general, and with the current knowledge I have, I feel as coffee is one of the products where sustainability standards are easily forgotten or bypassed. Mainly because the farming happens in foreign countries, where the working conditions can be dismissed, and where companies have somewhat limited visibility to. I do realize that certifications are being monitored, however, I am unaware to what extent this is happening, and therefore I believe coffee as a product can easily be non-sustainable.” – Interviewee B

“I wish eco labels are a positive thing. However, with the knowledge I currently have on them, I am worried that big companies are using sustainability to get sales and are not really operating sustainably. Maybe if I had enough information on the certifications, I could trust them more. But even then, I do not know if all the information given to me is reliable.” – Interviewee D

“I think eco labels have a good purpose, however I think they are not sufficient and that the standards are not multi-dimensional enough to be sustainable and should be more monitored.”  – Interviewee E 

“I know there are criteria that needs to be met to receive a certification, so some sustainability standards must be met. However, I am skeptical on the level of monitoring and actual implementation of those standards.” - Interviewee I

Through the findings on individual eco labels, the three determined factors of consumer knowledge, consumer trust and credibility of sustainability quality, seem to influence the perception of eco labels at large, mainly due to knowledge or the lack of and its impact credibility which in turn influences the trust towards the labels. These findings on scepticism towards eco labels contributes to the findings by Kumar et al, (2021) indicating that perception of the eco labels’ credibility influences consumers’ trust in the information. 
[bookmark: _Toc120797355]Evaluation of coffee products’ perceived sustainability
In the millennium, green coffee commodity prices dropped, deepening the already existing livelihood crisis of farmers in their rural communities. Consequently, millions of coffee farmers experienced social and economic devastation and forced into choosing between immediate household needs and environmental destruction (Taylor, 2007). The crisis increased consumers’ awareness on coffee plantations and farmers’ conditions, which was responded to by adopting sustainable coffee certifications. This crisis was one of the reasons for an increased demand for certified and sustainable coffee. (Finnwatch, 2016; Bacon et al., 2008).

To start the analysis on perception of sustainable coffee, interviewees were questioned of their coffee selection process, to find out whether their process of selecting coffee products in supermarkets to classify them as low- or high-involvement consumers. In general, coffee purchases were observed to be a low-involvement product, where the most common criteria followed to purchase coffee products were familiarity with the product, the brand, and price in both target markets. Interviewees explained that having an eco label displayed on the coffee packaging was only impactful to their purchase decision when the coffee product was an unknown product to them or when deciding between two similar products, with one displaying a label and the other not. 

The selection criteria can be observed in Table 3. Finnish interviewees explained that they are purchasing based on familiarity of the product and taste, which leads to repurchases. In addition, Finnish interviewees described that they choose to support local brands and coffee products within those brands’ product portfolio. However, many indicated that the locality of the product is related to the company’s local processes, due to green coffee being grown in distant countries and not in Finland. Supporting Finnish brands was seen as an act towards purchasing more sustainable coffee, due to the observed trust in local companies and legislation. Only Interviewee E expressed that their process of selecting a coffee includes more information seeking and implementing personal values, resulting in classifying as a high-involvement consumer. This aspect of local products was not brought up by Dutch consumers, who mainly purchased coffee products based on taste, price, and familiarity with the product through prior experience. Interviewees A and F clarified that they might purchase coffees based on the packaging seen in stores, in case it looks interesting and seems like an enjoyable product. 

	Finnish consumers
	Dutch consumers

	Taste (interviewee B, E, C, H, I)
Locality (Interviewee B, E, C, H)
Familiarity (Interviewee C, E, H, I)
Brand (Interviewee B, E)
Price (Interviewee I)
	Taste (Interviewee A, D, G)
Price (Interviewee A, F, G)
Familiarity (Interviewee D, G)
Packaging (Interviewee A, F)



[bookmark: _Toc120711010]Table 3. Coffee selection criteria of Finnish and Dutch consumers

The topic of price of eco labelled coffees aroused through the discussion of selection criteria for coffee. According to the Centre for Promotion of Imports (CBI) (2019), Finnish consumers have a growing interest for speciality coffee, but this trend has had a slow start, as Finnish consumers have been preferring coffee blend with a lower price-points (CBI, 2019) As certified coffees can be sold at the price premium, the price per package is often higher than in non-certified products. Still, sustainable and certified coffee sales have increased in recent years. Pro Luomu (2022) defined that the share of sold organic coffee increased 8 percent from the year 2019 and kept the same level the following year. 

The phenomenon price-consciousness was observed on both Finnish and Dutch interviewees. Interviewee C explained that displaying multiple products on coffee packaging while increasing the price negatively impact his perception of the coffee’s sustainability.
 
“If a coffee product has several labels, I think it makes it look less reliable and more like an attempt to get more sales. In addition, if the price start to be higher because of the labels, then I will most likely not purchase the product.” – Interviewee C

The impact of eco labels on the price of the product was observed to impact the perception in a negative manner by interviewees D and F as well. 

“To me it is important that coffee has an eco label, however if it starts to impact the price of the product, I start to hesitate. It makes me think that the label is displayed to increase sales and not because the product itself is sustainable.” – Interviewee D

“I think one of the big problems with eco labels is that consumers are not used to paying the higher prices for the products used on a daily. And we do not pay that much attention on how they are actually produced. So larger companies have the means to produce things at lower costs and sell the product at lower costs making consumers think that the low-cost product with certification is the “real cost” when in reality, the real costs should be much higher.” – Interviewee F

In common, the interviewees considered that displaying eco labels on coffee increases or is used as a reason for companies to increase the price of the product, when the product is not that low-cost in the first place.

In evaluating coffee’s sustainability, only the social and environmental dimensions of sustainability were highlighted by the interviewees. Five of the interviewees stated to consider the sustainability of coffee products when consuming. The environmental dimension of sustainability in coffee was tied together with the brand of the coffee and familiarity with their environmental sustainability efforts by all Interviewees. Eco labels were not seen as impactful in the evaluation of the coffee’s sustainability. 
“I choose coffee products from the brands I known and want to support, and whose sustainability actions I am familiar with, such as carbon-neutral roasting or environmental friendliness.”  – Interviewee E
“I check if the company has any sustainable information such as being carbon-neutral or waste management. In addition, I pay attention to the conditions the workers are in.”
 – Interviewee F
Interviewees C and I disclosed that they look at product packaging to find any information on the environmental dimension of sustainability.

“I look for any information of sustainability on the product packaging such as details on farming. But to be honest, I do not always consider the sustainability of coffee when purchasing, because I choose products that I am familiar with.” – Interviewee C

“I check if the package has any labels or mentions any certifications. I also check the origin country of the coffee because you can make some evaluations on the environmental aspects with that detail.” – Interviewee I

The social dimension on sustainability was only highlighted by interviewee B, explaining that the brands they are familiar with have disclosed that their sustainability efforts also include social matters such as working conditions and fair payments. Moreover, interviewees B and C also disclosed that they do not always concentrate on the sustainability of the product prior to purchase but focus more on the brands they are familiar with. 

“I have some knowledge about certain roasteries and choose their products because I know they have standards for sustainability. The standards include sustainable farming methods, not using child labor, and paying proper salaries. On the local side of the supply chain, the companies aim to be carbon neutral, which is also good for the environment.” – Interviewee B

Four interviewees disclosed that they have not considered the sustainability aspect of coffee that much prior to the interviews. Many of the interviewees make their coffee purchases following familiarity of a certain brand or based on prior experience with a product. This finding indicates that while sustainability is a growing trend, and all interviewees highlighted the importance of sustainability in their personal consumption, only little attention is given to the sustainability of coffee.
“For me, the taste and health benefits are the most important criteria in any food purchase, therefore I do not always follow the most sustainable options”. – Interviewee A
“I do not see the sustainability actions much in food stores on coffees or at least, have not paid attention before on the sustainability labels on coffee packages”. – Interviewee D 
“I have not paid attention to the sustainability of coffee before, nor was I thinking that it could be sustainable. I know that some coffee brands have some kind of collaboration with certification schemes.” – Interviewee G
“I usually tend to look at any available information on the packaging. However, I have not paid that much attention of any sustainability attributes before this interview, because I tend to buy the same product every time.” – Interviewee H

Despite of having different levels of consideration and perception of eco labels, interviewees found it important that coffee products have an eco label, to indicate the sustainability of the product, mainly to indicate the environmental dimension, by sustainable farming methods. Few interviewees indicated that the absence of labels on coffee packaging does not make any difference, due to the lack of awareness of coffee’s sustainability. Therefore, it can be said that some value is given to the eco labels’ presence and its impact of the perceived sustainability of coffee. Thus, a connection between the level of knowledge of consumers and the impact of labels can be created. 

Moreover, many interviewees considered the presence of labels important, to indicate the sustainability of coffee, without accentuating any specific labels. However, many considered their levels of knowledge again not sufficient to create more value for the eco labels. Therefore, it can be said that value is given to the eco labels’ presence and its impact of the perceived sustainability of coffee. 

“I personally should take them more seriously and read more to gain more knowledge about the labels, so I can pay for attention in the future.” – Interviewee G

“For me, it is important that the coffee is sustainable. But quite honestly, I have not though of coffee’s sustainability further, which makes me realize that I have believed in what the companies tell me without much knowledge on the actual sustainability efforts.” – Interviewee H

“I want to say it is important for me, but in all honesty, it is not one of the first things I look for when selecting a coffee from the store. I am aware that we definitely should be paying more attention to labels because the coffee industry and the supply chain to Finland is not necessarily that sustainable in the first place.” – Interviewee I
Having label gives the consumer the perception of a more sustainable product however, the label alone is not enough. Through discussion with three interviewees B, C and E, it can be observed that more emphasis is given on the company’s sustainability efforts and brand reputation, than to a single label on a packaging. 

“If a coffee product does not have any certification, it makes me wonder how well the company is aligning with any sustainability standards prevailing in the business world. I would not purchase a product that has no sustainability aspects mentioned on the packaging.”  – interviewee B

“I would say that if a coffee package had no indication of sustainability on it, I would question the company’s operations and sustainability efforts, as to me, having a label is so common.”   – Interviewee C

“I think it is fairly important to have eco labels, however, I purchase my coffee from companies whose sustainability efforts I am familiar with, and want to support, which gives less value to the label itself.” – Interviewee E


[bookmark: _Toc120797356]Discussion of findings
In general, a consensus of the importance of sustainability prevailed, however, a few interviewees did bring attention to some perceived problems in regarding sustainability. Regardless of the importance of sustainability in the current world, few interviewees felt that businesses and society are making it more difficult for consumers to act in a sustainable manner. Few reasons were given to these arguments, such as excessive use of plastic on goods and the volume of available unsustainable options. 

Table 4 below, summarizes the findings of contributing factors impacting the perception of eco labels, divided between Finnish and Dutch consumers. The Fairtrade -certification was known by all interviewees, supported by better knowledge of the sustainability dimensions behind the certification. All interviewees described the label to focus on fair payment for products sold, as well as working conditions of the farmers. Thus, it can be concluded that the Fairtrade -certification emphasises the social dimension of sustainability. One interviewee also connected the label to the economic dimension, by mentioning the aim to strengthen the position of the farmers in the businesses’ the supply chain. Another interviewee connected the label to the environmental dimension as well. This label was also considered the most trustworthy by the interviewees. However, as seen in below Table 4, the Dutch respondents experienced less credibility in the sustainability quality of the label. 

The Rainforest Alliance -certification was mostly connected to the environmental dimension of sustainability, some through knowledge on the label, and mostly through what could be reasoned from the look of the logo, such as the frog, colour, and it mentioning the word “nature”.  This label was less known by interviewees, however many recalled having seen it on several consumer goods. Although there was little knowledge on the label’s sustainability dimensions, many considered the label trustworthy. 

Further, it can be observed that the UTZ-label together with the Rainforest Alliance were the two least known labels for all, with barely any knowledge on the sustainability dimensions or aspects behind the certification. For the UTZ-label, only one interviewee connected to the environmental aspect of sustainability, based on personal judgement on labels used on food products, not on knowledge of the labels’ dimensions. Many interviewees recalled seeing the label before on products but had no deeper knowledge of the label’s aspects.  Two other interviewees connected the label to a general certification and certification on food safety, both of which are not related to sustainability. The label was also found to be the least trustworthy by the interviewees, also lacking in credibility of sustainability quality.
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[bookmark: _Toc120711011]Table 4. Summary of contributing factors of eco labels

Interestingly, Finnpartnership (2017) indicates that the most relevant sustainability consumer labels seen in the Finnish market are UTZ, Organic, Fairtrade and Rainforest Alliance. Center for the Promotion of Imports (2019) describes UTZ Certified to be the most important sustainability certification in the Finnish coffee market, while Fairtrade and Organic have an important presence in niche products. For the Netherlands, approximately 65 coffee supply chain actors are Rainforest Alliance or UTZ-certified, making the two certifications the most common in the market. (Kuepper and Kusumaningtyas, 2020)

Below Table 5 indicates the origin countries of green certified coffee, and their largest consumer countries in 2009. From the table, it can be concluded that the Netherlands and Nordics were largest consumers on UTZ-certified coffee in 2009 and Europe was described as the largest consumer area for Rainforest Alliance -certified coffee, thus further validating the decision of chosen eco labels. Fairtrade -certified coffees were primarily consumed in USA and other European countries such as Germany and France. However, the research shows there was no clear indication that any of the three certifications would be more known in either of the target markets. 
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[bookmark: _Toc120711012]Table 5. Producers and consumers of certified coffee per countries. (Finnwatch, 2016)

Three factors influencing consumer perception were chosen through the theoretical review of prior research and literature, contributing to the second theoretical goal, which was the development of a research model based on literature review to evaluate consumers’ perception of sustainability dimensions of eco labels. Through the creation of the ECOLSCALE by Taufique et al. (2019), eight contributing factors were developed, out of which three were chosen to be a part of this research consisting of consumer knowledge, consumer trust and credibility of sustainability quality. According to the creators of the scale, its primary purpose is to measure consumers’ perception on eco labels and monitor individual labels’ performance. Through the findings on eco labels’ dimensions, it could be argued that higher familiarity or knowledge of the label increased the perceived sustainability of the label as well. Furthermore, the findings of the research show that the most influencing factor on consumers’ perception of eco labels used on coffee products was consumer knowledge.

Consumer knowledge was also found to be a contributing factor in other aspects. To an extent, the impact of eco labels on consumer’s perception of coffee’s sustainability was found to be related to the knowledge on the company’s sustainability efforts and their reputation. As observed in the analysis, interviewees explained that the eco label was not given much value in the selection of a coffee product, when consumers make their purchase decision based on brand knowledge. This phenomenon was also discussed by De Pelsmacker, Driesen and Rayn (2005), who indicated in their research that for consumers, brands are the most important attribute affecting their purchase decision, and Fairtrade-labels only came in third position. 

Contrary to the study by Delmas (2010) where lack of knowledge and understanding of the labels’ purpose was seen to create confusion and negative reaction, interviewees in this research possessing little knowledge on the sustainability efforts or dimensions, felt that eco labels portrayed on packaging were sufficient claim of the coffee’s sustainability. This finding relates to the research by D’Souza et al. (2006) describing that many consumers create initial perception of the sustainability of the products through the available information on the labels. 

Little knowledge on eco labels had no impact on the perspective, as many interviewees indicated that their lack of knowledge on sustainability had resulted in simply not paying attention to the sustainability of coffee prior to the research. Consequently, findings of this research indicate that eco labels have a larger impact when consumers are less aware of the sustainability efforts of companies. In addition, the interviewees explained that having an eco label displayed on the coffee packaging was only impactful to their purchase decision when the coffee product was an unknown product to them or when deciding between two similar products, with one displaying a label and the other not. This finding supports the finding by Atkinson and Rosenthal (2014), where consumers are more likely to trust eco-labels from non-governmental sources when purchasing product in low-involvement scenarios, such as coffee. Furthermore, this finding was supported by many of the interviewees who consider the sustainability of their coffee important but experience a lack of knowledge and awareness on the sustainability dimensions and efforts of the coffee. Therefore, many of the interviewees in this research felt their view on coffee’s sustainability superficial. 

Still, when discussing specific labels, the reaction was found different. As researched by Pierrot and Panhyusen (2020), and Janssen and Hamm (2011), indicating that consumers may fail to understand the information being communicated with eco labels and their sustainability dimensions, can in turn negatively impacting the trust in the labels. This phenomenon can also be observed through this research, where interviewees experienced a lack of trust towards labels unknown to them, mainly Rainforest Alliance and UTZ-certified. Some interviewees experienced a lack of trust towards eco labels, due to their lack of knowledge of the sustainability efforts and standards. Therefore, the lack of knowledge of the label dimensions impacts the consumer trust in the label, indicating that trust and knowledge are connected. This aspect was also studied by Atkinson and Rosenthal (2014) arguing that information communicated on the label must be trusted by consumers in order to perform well.  

However, even as the most well-known label of the research, the Fairtrade-certification, was observed to experience the most scepticism towards the credibility of sustainability quality. This finding relates to the research by Kumar et al. (2021), showing that higher knowledge and understanding on the eco label impacts consumers’ perception, particularly in relation to information credibility. Many interviewees were sceptical of legitimate use of the label, worrying that the standards behind the label are not met, or that it was used for greenwashing and to indicate sustainability of the product falsely. 

This skepticism influenced the credibility of sustainability quality factor as well. Many interviewees expressed their doubts, bringing up the lack of information, monitoring and visibility to the implementation of the sustainability standards of the eco labels. These doubts were based on readings and awareness of the discussion around the labels. The doubts on the credibility of sustainability quality were observed to have a direct impact on the trust towards the eco labels, as explained by interviewees in the research. 

As part of the empirical of the study was to compare the influence of eco labels on the perception of Dutch and Finnish consumers, some comparison of the data was made. The country demographic factor was the only one found to have some influence on the evaluation of coffee’s sustainability. 
[bookmark: _Toc120797357]CONCLUSIONS

The following chapter aims to provide discussion on the research findings in relation to prior research and is followed by conclusions. The chapter ends with managerial implications, while identifying possibilities for future research. 

The research focused on the impact of eco labels used and visible on coffee products, with a focus on three labels commonly used on coffee products Rainforest Alliance, UTZ-certified and Fairtrade. The aim of the research was to deepen the understanding on how the eco labels influence consumers’ perception of products’ sustainability. The research focused on consumer from two countries, Finland, and the Netherlands, where all labels were found to carry relevance in their respective market. This finding was done through secondary data on the sustainable market industry. 

The target group for this research consisted of coffee consumers, from both market areas included in the research. The level of knowledge on sustainability of the consumers varied, however all interviewees stressed the importance of sustainability in general. Some interviewees had a higher level of knowledge of eco labels, sustainability of coffee or sustainability in general, resulting in different perspective on eco labels. Many interviewees disclosed to not have paid attention to the sustainability aspect of coffee prior to their participation to the research, thus indicating lower levels of knowledge. 

[bookmark: _Toc114651670]The theoretical goal of this paper, analysing sustainability and the role of eco labels and their dimensions was reached through literature review and analysis, where sustainability dimensions of each eco label was reviewed and later placed within the dimensions identified by Friedman (2020), shown in Figure 6 of this paper. In addition, the dimensions of sustainability were discussed with the interviewees, with the aim of revealing what dimensions of sustainability are more emphasised in the consumers’ perspective. Through the discussions, it was clear that the environmental and social dimensions of sustainability were given most attention, with the care for the environment through increased knowledge on climate change as well as the care to the people working in the industry. These dimensions were also most discussed in relation to the eco labels. 

In general, coffee was considered a low-involvement product, where the most common criteria followed to purchase coffee products were familiarity with the product, the brand, and price in both, Finnish and Dutch markets. The aspect of local products was not brought up by Dutch consumers, who mainly purchased coffee products based on taste, price, and familiarity with the product through prior experience. Dutch interviewees A and F indicated possible purchases of coffees based on product packaging, in case it looks interesting and an enjoyable product. For Finnish consumers, mostly low-involvement consumers, the locality of the company was of higher importance than for Dutch consumers. The locality was related to the knowledge of local brands’ sustainability efforts.  

The results indicate that that eco labels alone are an insufficient marketing tool, as value are also given to the brands’ reputation and knowledge on their sustainability efforts, such as carbon neutral roasting and packaging of coffee beans. For some consumers with higher level of knowledge, eco labels even created a negative perception towards the company, due to scepticism on greenwashing, resulting in not purchasing the product. Thus, eco labels can be observed to be efficient in circumstances where the product and brand are unfamiliar to the consumer, thus enabling differentiation from competitors in the industry.

To conclude, the findings indicate that eco labels influence consumers’ perception of coffee’s sustainability generally in a positive manner, as labels are in general considered to be good for environmental and social reasons. However, consumers have different perspectives on the importance of having an eco label, due to varied levels of knowledge on their sustainability dimensions and standards. Consequently, consumers’ different levels of knowledge were observed to impact the levels of trust and credibility of sustainability quality in the labels. 

Through the findings of this research an updated research model can be created, seen below in Figure 9. In the updated research model, the relationship between consumer knowledge and eco labels is identified, as well as the impact of consumer knowledge to the other two contributing factors, consumer trust and credibility of sustainability quality. 

Additional contributing factors to the interpretation of eco labels were identified through the research, namely the impact of brand and price of product. The brand factor was seen to be related to the consumer’s existing knowledge of the brands’ sustainable actions and efforts, and thus contributing to the perceived sustainability of the product. These two factors are not identified in the original ECOSCALE by Taufique et al. (2019), thus providing insight to what factors are considered by coffee consumers. However, research on the price factor, mainly as willingness-to-pay for eco labelled products has been conducted (De Pelsmacker et al., 2005; Van Loo et al., 2015).

Moreover, the impact of and relationship between consumer trust and credibility of sustainability quality is also identified, as it was observed to be closely affected by one another. A lack of trust impacted the credibility of sustainability quality of the labels, impacting thus the perceived sustainability of a coffee product. 

[image: Diagram
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[bookmark: _Toc120701718]Figure 9. Updated research model

[bookmark: _Toc120797358]Managerial implications
The findings of this paper will contribute to marketing and sustainability strategies of businesses in the consumer goods industry, by providing insight to the impact of eco labels on perceived sustainability. 

Lack of knowledge on companies’ sustainability actions was indicated by interviewees throughout the research. As there exists scepticism around the implementation of the certification’s standards, communication efforts of the standards and their actual impacts should be increased. The findings indicate that businesses must understand the impact of using eco labels on their products as a green marketing tool and its influence on consumers’ perception of sustainability. Improvements in communication efforts are needed from voluntary sustainability schemes in order to better their credibility of sustainability quality and trust. 

Additionally, many companies using eco labels on their goods should use the opportunity to better their communication. Marketing managers and businesses should improve communication on their sustainability efforts of the entire supply chain, enabling transparency and accountability, in addition to relying on the influence of an eco label on a coffee product. Increased communication of the sustainability efforts could help diminish some scepticism prevailing around eco labels and their impacts, as well as greenwashing. The lack of trust of consumers towards eco labels on products and their use poses opportunities for organizations to understand consumers’ perspective on the matter, helping to develop marketing and sustainability strategies, with the aim to increase consumers’ trust towards sustainable products. Consequently, managers should take into account the negative reactions consumers might experience towards eco labels and try to avoid making claims that may be interpreted as greenwashing. 

Managers should also pay attention to which certifications are chosen. A strategic decision between Rainforest Alliance and UTZ-certified, focusing more on the environmental dimensions, or Fairtrade -labelled products, which focus more on the social dimensions, could be made. The choice between voluntary sustainability schemes should be reviewed and aligned with the companies’ strategy and values, and thus could also provide advantage in enhancing sustainability efforts. The choices could be clearly communicated to consumers, providing insight on the benefits and investments made to support sustainability, such as what concrete efforts and improvements have been made in the farmers’ communities or how the environmental impact of the supply chain has been reduced, to name a few. 

Furthermore, there was no clear indication on the differences between Finnish and Dutch consumers’ perception on sustainability created by eco labels. This could provide managers the opportunity to work with standardising the labels used on coffees throughout different market areas, if operating in international markets, thus reducing the need to investments into various voluntary sustainability schemes. In addition, this could improve packaging production as standardised use of eco labels throughout different markets could enable packaging being produced in larger clusters. 

[bookmark: _Toc120797359]Further research and limitations
Similarly to other research in business, some limitations apply to this paper as well. First, the eco labels studied in the paper are limited to three international labels used in various consumer goods. The labels are widely used on various food products; thus future research could be extended to other food products. Similar kind of research could also be applied for other eco labels used on other consumer goods, such as cosmetics or clothing. In addition, research on the impacts of multi-certified coffee products could be conducted, as that aspect of certification was outside the scope of this research.

One limitation is formed by the small size of the sample, consisting of both target markets’ consumers, due to the limited amount of resources of the author of the paper. The limited number of consumers interviewed in the research impact the generalizability of the findings. Therefore, more research, either quantitative or qualitative, on the influence of eco labels on Dutch and Finnish consumers could be done, to find more accurate and in-depth data on the impacts. Quantitative data would allow a larger sample, enabling generalization. In addition, future research could be limited by other demographical attributes, such as age groups or limited to other products. 

Furthermore, it is important to note that eco labels and their impact have much larger implications than what has been studied in this research. The impact of certification schemes on the actual dimensions of sustainability, battling poverty in farmers’ communities, giving possibilities to education and many other, are studied at large, projecting much criticism on the real impacts and development actions. These topics are connecting both business and anthropology, the latter being outside of the scope of this study. The limitation proves that more research on the impacts of eco labels used on coffee could also be done by scholars and researchers, in addition to sustainability reporting of businesses. 
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[bookmark: _Toc120797362]Appendix 1. Interview guide
General details:
Age, gender, city, education, occupation, family structure.
Can you tell me what do you generally think about sustainability and does sustainability play a role in your life or your choices? 
	- Why is sustainability important for you? Why is it not?
Evaluation of products’ sustainability:

When selecting a coffee from the food store, how do you evaluate what coffee you choose?
· Could you describe what criteria do you emphasize the most in the product selection process?
· How much do you do find out about a product beforehand?
· How familiar are you with the products you purchase? 
· How likely are you to purchase a product you already know and use?
How do you evaluate the sustainability of a coffee product?
· What criteria do you look for in a sustainable coffee product before purchase?
· If you do not always follow sustainable values, is there something else that you follow in selecting the product?
· In general, how important is it for you to have an eco label on a coffee product?
· Are you familiar with the level of sustainability of the coffee you currently have?
Analysis of eco labels:
What does this eco label bring to your mind?
· Can you explain why it makes you think of these things?
· Has there ever been confusion caused by the label?
· Does this label seem trustworthy?
· Please explain why / why not?
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