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1. Introduction

A growing attention paid to quality and safety issues is 
leading to an increase in the demand for high quality 
food products (Curzi and Pacca, 2015). The literature 
of the subject contains a wealth of quality definitions in 
the product and process approaches and a multiplicity of 
classifications of its attributes. Quality may be treated both 
as an objective, verifiable characteristic and a subjective 
phenomenon, based on individual experiences (Combe 
and Botschen, 2004; Zeithaml, 1988). A growing role in 
constructing food product quality is played by systemic 
conditions (Brunori, 2007; Gay, 2007; Stræte, 2008), cultural 
factors (Aurier and Sirieix, 2004, p. 44) and public policies 
(Dobieżyński, 2013; EC, 2009; Scheffer and Roncin, 2000; 
Thévenod-Mottet, 2006, p. 43). Food product quality is 
assessed with the use of functional, ecological, esthetical, 
ethical and political criteria (Aurier and Sirieix, 2004, p. 
29; Becut, 2011; Brunori, 2007; Bryła, 2013; Espejel et al., 

2007, 2009; Jahn et al., 2005; Morris, 2000). Demographic 
factors also play a role regarding a range of safety and 
quality variables in the food supply chain (Taylor et al., 
2012). Consumers’ food choices are increasingly influenced 
by credence cues (Fernqvist and Ekelund, 2014). Quality 
is expected but never assumed by consumers (Cauvain, 
2016). Labelling has a role as an access point to the food 
system (Tonkin et al., 2016). An increasing popularity and 
significance of quality signs is observed, in particular of 
those that refer to the area of origin (Bowen, 2010; Bryła, 
2015c; Chryssochoidis et al., 2007; Parra-López et al., 2015; 
Sylvander and Allaire, 2008, p. 7) and specific manufacturing 
technologies (Bryła, 2015b; Ilbery and Maye, 2007; Jahn et 
al., 2005). They facilitate the implementation of the strategy 
of product differentiation on the market. In many instances, 
the effectiveness of the strategy of building high quality of a 
food product depends on the quality of cooperation within 
production systems and integrated distribution channels. 
The conceptualisation of product quality in the segment 
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of origin and organic food requires an understanding of 
complex interactions of all entities participating in its 
construction and evaluation. It is worth taking up interest 
in the perception of the marketing construction of quality of 
such products from the perspective of consumers (a more 
comprehensive analysis is available in Polish in a book; 
Bryła, 2015a). The paper aims to examine the perception 
of European Union quality signs for origin (protected 
designation of origin, PDO; protected geographical 
indication, PGI; traditional speciality guaranteed, TSG) 
and organic food products among Polish consumers and 
to test selected hypotheses concerning the associations 
between the perception of quality signs and consumer 
attitudes toward the consumption of origin and organic 
food products as well as their willingness to pay a higher 
price for such products than for conventional food.

Research hypotheses

Following a review of the literature of the subject, we have 
identified the following research hypotheses that needed 
to be tested among Polish consumers:
•	 H1. Consumers who attach high importance to quality 

signs in grocery purchases tend to buy origin and organic 
food more often than those for whom this characteristic 
is less important.

•	 H2. The more positive is the perception of European 
quality signs appealing to the area of origin or production 
methods, the more positive is the attitude to the 
consumption of origin and organic food.

•	 H3. The use of European quality signs appealing to the 
area of origin or production methods constitutes a value 
added for origin and organic products, expressed in 
consumer willingness to pay a higher price for such 
products than for conventional food.

As far as we know, these hypotheses were tested only for 
origin products in Western Europe about two decades 
ago (Van Ittersum et al., 2000). Therefore, it would be 

interesting to see if they are still valid and apply to organic 
food as well, and to Polish consumers.

2. Materials and methods

A survey was addressed to Polish consumers. The sample 
consisted of 1000 inhabitants of Poland aged 15-65. The 
sample was representative for the general population, 
regarding: age, sex, education and the size of the city 
of origin. The survey was carried out with the use of 
the computer assisted web interview methodology by a 
specialised marketing research agency (ARC Rynek i Opinia, 
Warsaw, Poland) in its online panel (epanel.pl). A more 
detailed description of the research sample characteristics 
is available in previous articles stemming from this study 
(Bryła, 2015c, 2016).

3. Results

The awareness of origin and organic food product quality 
signs in the study sample is rather low (Table 1), which 
means that there is a considerable potential to raise 
the awareness in the Polish society. Our research study 
encompassed 10 major quality signs used in relation 
to origin and organic food in Poland. Additionally, the 
respondents could supply the catalogue of answers with 
their own suggestions.

The most recognisable signs in the Polish society are 
national: ‘Know Good Food’ and ‘Quality. Tradition’. 
Almost 1/3 of the study subjects claim they know them 
well and further 2/5 declare a weak awareness. The third 
position was taken by the ‘Pearl – the best Polish origin 
product’ sign, followed by the EU logo of organic farming. 
In both cases, good awareness was reported by over 1/5 
of the respondents. To a lesser extent, Polish consumers 
recognise the registration on the list of traditional products 
(managed by the Polish Ministry of Agriculture and Rural 
Development) and the ‘Culinary Heritage’ sign. Remarkably, 

Table 1. The awareness of origin and organic food quality signs (%).

Quality sign Rank Good awareness Weak awareness No awareness

‘Know Good Food’ sign 1 32.3 39.7 28.0
‘Quality. Tradition’ certificate 2 29.4 40.2 30.4
‘Pearl – the best Polish origin product’ sign 3 20.9 42.2 36.9
The EU logo of organic farming 4 20.5 40.7 38.8
Being registered on the list of traditional products 5 18.5 43.4 38.1
‘Culinary Heritage’ sign 6 16.4 43.4 40.2
Protected designation of origin 7 16.3 41.1 42.4
Traditional speciality guaranteed 8 15.3 40.8 43.9
Protected geographical indication 9 12.5 37.6 49.9
‘Integrated Production’ sign 10 10.0 37.6 52.4
Other 11 0.8 0.3 98.9

http://epanel.pl
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the three most important EU signs for origin products 
(PDO, TSG and PGI) occupy a place near the end of the list 
ordered by recognition. Only the ‘Integrated Production’ 
sign ranks lower. Only 0.8% of the study subjects reported 
they knew well signs not listed in the catalogue of answers, 
and 0.3% indicated a weak awareness. Thus the list is almost 
complete. It should be noted that we provided not only the 
names of the signs in the survey, but also their graphical 
representations (logos). In some cases, consumers may 
better recognise the appearance of a sign than its name.

The respondents were asked to what an extent they are 
directed by quality signs while grocery shopping (Table 
2). Three product categories were distinguished: ‘ordinary’ 
food, origin food and organic food, and a 5-degree scale of 
answers was proposed. A very high importance of quality 
signs was indicated by relatively small shares of respondents: 
12% for organic and origin food and 11% for ‘ordinary’ food. 
On the other hand, quality signs are without any importance 
also for few study subjects – below 1/10 in all three 
categories. It is worth noting that the cumulated percentage 
share of ‘very important’ and ‘rather important’ answers 
is clearly the highest for origin products, even though 
the segment of buyers attaching very high importance 
to quality signs is slightly bigger for organic products. 
Quality signs constitute one of several attributes taken 
into account in the process of grocery product selection, 
and their role varies across consumers. From the marketing 
management perspective, our findings support the thesis 
that having quality signs is desirable for origin, organic, 
and conventional products, because the vast majority of 
consumers pay attention to them. Nevertheless, a strong 
emphasis on quality signs in marketing communications 
should be addressed to a selected group of buyers and 
adapted to their expectations in order to reach efficiently 
the market segment for which quality signs have a very 
high importance.

The surveyed consumers were requested to state their 
attitude toward selected opinions on quality signs for origin 
and organic food (Table 3). The highest share of evaluations 
definitely identifying oneself with a given opinion was 
observed for the opinion that quality signs lead to higher 
prices (over ¼ of answers). The second position was 
taken by the opinion that they distinguish the product 
from conventional food. 2/3 of the study subjects were 
definitely or fairly convinced that quality signs protect 

product authenticity. Over 3/5 of respondents share the 
following opinions on origin and organic product quality 
signs: ‘fully guarantee the region of origin of the product’, 
‘reduce the likelihood of fraudulent copycat products’, 
‘guarantee the product is produced in a traditional way’, 
‘guarantee a constant product quality’, ‘facilitate buyers to 
identify products and benefits related to their consumption’, 
‘preserve a higher product quality’, and ‘enable the care for 
one’s health’. The respondents were the least positive about 
the impact of quality signs on the adoption of vertical and 
horizontal market channel integration strategies (naturally, 
the questions were formulated with the use of widely 
understood terms) and on the possibility for producers to 
shape prices. But even in these cases there were much more 
agreeing than denying answers. To sum up, the respondents 
underlined the role of quality signs especially in the field 
of positioning origin and organic products in the segment 
of premium prices, building competitive advantage on the 
basis of the differentiation strategy, and emphasising the 
authenticity of such product types. Our results confirm the 
thesis that quality signs constitute an important element 
in the process of building the image of origin and organic 
products, contributing to the marketing construction of 
quality.

Consumers who attach high importance to quality signs 
in grocery purchases tend to buy origin food more often 
than those for whom this characteristic is less important 
(Table 4). There is a strong statistical association between 
these variables (χ2=72.1; df=4; P<0.00001; C=0.26). A 
similar result was obtained in Western Europe almost two 
decades before, as reported in the study of Van Ittersum 
et al. (2000). Our findings also confirm the relationship 
between the frequency of organic food purchase and the 
role attributed to quality signs. This association has the 
significance level of P<0.0001, which shows its incontestable 
character (χ2=86.2; df=4; P<0.0001; C=0.28). Therefore, 
hypothesis 1 was confirmed both for origin and for organic 
food products.

The perception of European quality signs was 
operationalised as the arithmetic mean of evaluations in 
the 1-5 scale, where 1 means definitely yes, and 5 definitely 
not, for 22 favourable opinions (all mentioned in Table 3 
except ‘they lead to higher prices’). Thus the lower the 
value of this indicator, the more favourable the attitude to 
European quality signs. The attitude to the consumption 

Table 2. The role of quality signs in the process of grocery shopping (%).

The role of quality signs Very important Rather important Average Rather not important With no importance

Organic products 12.4 28.8 35.4 14.1 9.3
Origin products 12.2 33.9 34.2 11.8 7.9
‘Ordinary’ food 11.0 21.4 44.5 13.6 9.5
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Table 3. Opinions on European quality signs for origin and organic products (%).

Opinion Rank Definitely 
yes

Rather yes Don’t know Rather not Definitely 
not

Lead to higher product prices 1 25.4 42.4 27.8 3.2 1.2
Differentiate the product from conventional food 2 24.4 43.7 27.2 3.5 1.2
Protect the authenticity of the product 3 22.5 44.7 27.0 4.6 1.2
Fully guarantee the region of origin of the product 4 21.2 40.4 31.6 5.5 1.3
Reduce the likelihood of fraudulent copycat products 5 20.9 40.7 29.8 7.0 1.6
Guarantee the product is produced in a traditional way 6 20.8 43.8 29.8 4.4 1.2
Guarantee a constant product quality 7-8 20.2 43.5 29.7 5.2 1.4
Facilitate buyers to identify products and benefits related to 
their consumption 7-8 20.2 43.1 30.8 4.3 1.6
Preserve a higher product quality 9 20.0 44.7 28.3 5.7 1.3
Enable the care for one’s health 10 19.8 41.8 31.6 5.0 1.8
Preserve the exclusivity of the product 11 18.8 40.4 33.9 5.5 1.4
Increase the prestige of buyers in their environment 12 17.6 38.7 35.8 5.9 2.0
Protect the producers against competition 13 17.1 34.6 37.0 9.1 2.2
Facilitate advertising 14 16.9 40.6 35.0 6.0 1.5
Shorten the process of product information search 15 16.8 37.7 37.0 6.9 1.6
Lead to higher farmer incomes 16 16.1 38.5 35.2 8.4 1.8
Lead to more employment in the region of origin 17 15.1 36.0 39.4 7.6 1.9
Lead to higher loyalty of buyers 18 14.3 39.6 38.7 5.9 1.5
Reduce risk accompanying the purchase 19 14.1 41.7 35.4 6.7 2.1
Guarantee a handcrafted product 20 13.6 32.2 42.1 10.0 2.1
Lead to cooperation between the producer and retailer 21 13.2 36.1 42.3 6.9 1.5
Lead to cooperation among producers 22 12.4 31.1 47.2 7.4 1.9
Increase producer leeway in price setting 23 11.4 36.9 43.7 6.0 2.0

Table 4. The relationship between the frequency of origin and organic food purchase and the role of quality signs.1

Role of quality signs Very often Rather often Average 
frequency

Rather seldom Never Total

Origin food

High n 102 237 231 83 25 678
% 15.0 35.0 34.1 12.2 2.7 100

Low n 17 62 134 78 31 322
% 5.3 19.2 41.6 24.2 9.6 100

Total 119 299 365 161 56 1000

Organic food

High n 62 195 264 89 68 678
% 9.1 28.8 38.9 13.1 10.0 100

Low n 8 43 112 78 81 322
% 2.5 13.3 34.8 24.2 25.2 100

Total 70 238 376 167 149 1000

1 In order to ensure the applicability of the χ2-test, answers: ‘very high’ and ‘rather high’ were merged into the ‘high’ category, and answers: ‘average’, 
‘rather low’ and ‘without importance’ were merged into the ‘low’ category.
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of origin and organic products was operationalised as the 
arithmetic mean of evaluations in the 1-5 scale, where 1 
means definitely yes, and 5 definitely not, of 12 favourable 
opinions (they have a higher quality, are more authentic, 
taste better, are produced in a more traditional way, are 
healthier, arouse more trust, are more environmentally 
friendly, look better, are subject to more strict controls, 
their advertising is better, I recommend their purchase to 
my family/friends, I accept their higher price). Thus the 
lower the value of this indicator, the more favourable the 
attitude to origin or organic products.

There is a strong positive correlation between the 
perception of European quality signs referring to the area 
of origin or production method and the attitude toward 
the consumption of origin food (r=0.566; P<0.05). Thus, 
the relationship observed in the study of Van Ittersum et 
al. (2000) was replicated. We also found a strong positive 
correlation between the perception of European quality 
signs and the attitude toward organic food (r=0.590; 
P<0.05). Therefore, hypothesis 2 was confirmed both for 
origin and for organic food products.

The research results confirmed the expected relationship 
between the positive perception of European quality signs 
and the willingness to pay a higher price for origin food. 
Since the measurement scale of the perception attributes 
the lowest scores to the best evaluations, the correlation 
coefficient is negative (r=-0.193; P<0.05). Nevertheless, it 
is a weak association. It is congruent with the finding of 
Van Ittersum et al. (2000) that the quality sign contributes 
to higher value added of origin products, augmenting 
consumer preference for this type of products. An 
analogous result was obtained for organic food, though the 
relationship was slightly stronger than for origin products 
(r=-0.250; P<0.05). Therefore, hypothesis 3 was confirmed 
both for origin and for organic food products.

4. Discussion

Research studies on food product quality focus on the 
process of its provision in the market channel, on its 
perception by consumers and their expectations. For 
instance, consumers’ knowledge, involvement and 
nationality appear to be good predictors of wine quality 
perception (Sáenz-Navajas et al., 2014). Consumers’ quality 
perception of bread is based on sensory, health and nutrition 
attributes (Gellynck et al., 2009). Consumers may be divided 
into two main groups depending on their approach to 
defining the quality of a food product: those who mainly 
use criteria associated with organoleptic elements, and 
those who make their choice based on place and methods of 
production (Mascarello et al., 2015). Another classification 
revolves around convenience behaviours and reflexive 
practices. The former are characteristic for pragmatic 
organic consumers, for whom the products need to be 

clearly visible, preferably with an eco-label (Hjelmar, 2011). 
Intrinsic quality cues are assigned a role similar to that of 
quality certification (Krystallis et al., 2007). In the Total 
Food Quality Model, horizontal and vertical dimensions 
are distinguished. The former concerns time, making the 
distinction between quality perception before and after 
the purchase, and the latter – drawing conclusions. The 
area of interest is the way of inferring quality from various 
cues and signals. Quality signs are a fuzzy category, as 
they may be understood in a variety of ways. Moreover, 
they can be awarded by various entities: producers, their 
organisations, distributors, governmental agencies and 
independent organisations, like consumer associations. 
Naturally, the criteria of awarding them vary considerably 
(Grunert, 2005).

In the process of accession to the European Union, Polish 
food-processing industry, especially the dairy and meat 
sectors, was confronted with the necessity to adjust to 
the transformation of its legal environment due to the 
introduction of the highly demanding EU quality standards 
in the sanitary, veterinary and ecological domains. There 
was a need to start the implementation of the HACCP 
quality management system (Bryła, 2012a). In a survey of 
Polish food-processing enterprises, the most important 
determinants of competitive advantage on the Polish market 
included taste, price, and quality assurance, whereas on 
foreign markets quality assurance was ranked highest, 
followed by taste and price (Bryła, 2012b). Emphasising 
high quality of its products and associating the brand with 
healthy diet contributed to the competitive advantage of 
a leading Polish yoghurt producer (Domański and Bryła, 
2013b).

Protected Designation of Origin contributes to higher 
product value, as it possesses equity (in analogy to a brand). 
It is expressed in: (1) brand value – an asset in accounting 
terms; (2) brand strength – a measure of consumer 
attachment to a brand; and (3) brand perception – consumer 
attitude toward a brand. For a PDO, marketing rather than 
accounting aspects of brand equity are crucial. The strength 
of the sign is expressed in consumer willingness to pay a 
higher price (Fotopoulos and Krystallis, 2003). Ilbery and 
Kneafsey (2000) indicate that the registration policy of 
PDOs and PGIs supports marketing strategies based on four 
interrelated quality attributes. First, the use of a logo and 
certification ensures that the government and professional 
organisations set high standards, carry out audits, and 
monitor production processes. Second, the system ensures 
a specification of production methods, raw materials and 
ownership. Third, it assumes a link between the product and 
a territory, place or history, tradition and culture. Finally, 
fourth, it generates attractiveness by subconscious appeals 
to consumer desires regarding sensory characteristics or 
even premium pricing. According to Espejel and Fandos 
(2009), a PDO may be considered an extrinsic attribute of 
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wine quality, alongside prestige of the area of origin, sale in 
the best outlets, attractive brand name and elegance of the 
bottle and label. Galli et al. (2011) identified the following 
objectives of PDO and PGI labels: (1) an improvement 
of the bargaining strength of producers; (2) promoting 
differentiation of production; (3) providing consumers with 
reliable information on origin and other quality attributes of 
typical products; (4) an improvement of market outcomes; 
(5) promotion of local development.

A certain inflation of food product quality signs can 
be observed. A multiplication of official quality signs, 
labels, mentions, medals, etc., which are hardly known to 
consumers and mixed on product packages, leads rather 
to further confusion than constitutes an indication for 
buyers. Limited visibility and a proliferation of brand 
attributes, quality signs and certifying bodies generate a risk 
of consumer indifference to quality signs. The recognition 
of EU signs for origin and traditional products (PDO, 
PGI, and TSG) amounted to 36.3% in the Mazowieckie 
region of Poland (Tomaszewska et al., 2014). The value of 
a quality sign diminishes if it is accompanied by another 
sign on the same product (Hassan and Monier-Dilhan, 
2006). Furthermore, there is a growing incidence of 
situations in which quality signs suffer from usurpation 
of producers breaking the law. For instance, because of 
1 out of 2,500 producers of Bœuf Charolais Terroir, the 
brand, and ‘Label Rouge’ quality sign were associated with 
products containing hormones (Trognon, 2005, p. 139). 
The proliferation of labels, weak connection between 
European and national systems of awarding them and 
a lack of recognition on foreign markets belong to the 
weaknesses of the current system of signalling quality 
(Aurier and Sirieix, 2004, pp. 50-51). Consumer confusion 
was considered the greatest problem for the system of 
European quality signs by Aragrande et al. (2005, pp. 72-
74). According to Grunert and Aachmann (2016), the 
role of EU quality labels in consumer decision-making 
is still relatively low. Similarly, sustainability labels (Fair 
Trade, Rainforest Alliance, Carbon Footprint, and Animal 
Welfare) currently do not play a major role in consumers’ 
food choices (Grunert et al., 2014). Samant and Seo (2016) 
demonstrated that the effects of sustainability-related label 
claims on quality perception became significantly more 
pronounced when consumers understood and trusted the 
label claims. Multisensory experience may alter consumer 
scepticism toward food labels and thus product evaluation 
and consumer choice (Fenko et al., 2016). In the United 
States, there is a differential diffusion of policies in the realm 
of organic food policy certification across states (Mosier 
and Thilmany, 2016). The role of specific labels depends 
on the product category, e.g. for the majority of Flemish 
consumers the organic label seems to become superfluous 
when selecting a self-indulgent treat such as chocolate 
(Rousseau, 2015). The demand for reliable information as 
well as the low degree of awareness of many labels amongst 

consumers appear in multiple studies on organic food 
consumption (Schleenbecker and Hamm, 2013).

Quality sign functions may be analysed from the perspective 
of various stakeholder groups: producers (higher 
competitiveness, image effects, strategic considerations), 
consumers (information, ethics, loyalty, trust), authorities 
(care for economic interests of consumers by reducing 
information asymmetry, sustainable development policy, 
implementation, trade policy instruments) and non-
governmental organisations (stimulating public discussion, 
opposition against consumerism) (Boer, 2003). Brand trust 
is positively associated with consumer confidence in brand 
quality and safety, largely via trust in the food system. 
Furthermore, confidence in credence attributes leads to 
brand loyalty (Lassoued and Hobbs, 2015). The adoption 
of quality signs constitutes an opportunity to increase sales 
by differentiating one’s offer, growing responsibility and 
extending the range of options for consumers. In reality, 
however, ethics may lead to an excess of general information 
accompanied by a shortage of independent, accessible and 
comprehensible information (Horne, 2009). According to 
Stanciani (2008), multiple quality signs which are justified 
by consumer interest protection aim to provide a group of 
producers with a rent stemming from their position and 
institutional framework. Sometimes the signs serve to 
ensure fair competition among producers.

The credibility of quality signs depends on the credibility 
of institutions that award them. In order to be credible, a 
quality sign should originate from an external body, not 
related to the manufacturer and reseller and not having an 
interest in the sales of a product with such a sign. Quality 
signs reduce information asymmetry between the buyer 
and the seller. Moussa and Touzani (2008) tested a scale 
to measure perceived credibility of quality labels among 
602 consumers. It consists of 6 items assessed in 7-degree 
Likert scale. The impact of perceived credibility of quality 
signs on perceived quality and product purchase intention 
was examined as well. An experiment by Carpenter and 
Lerceneux (2008) proved that values-based labelling 
schemes, such as the PGI, act as effective market signs 
only when they are known to consumers. When their 
logic had been explained, perceived quality and purchase 
intention changed. In Spain, consumers valued labelling 
schemes that are regulated by EU law: the most preferred 
one was the PDO indication, closely followed by the 
nutritional fact panel and the EU organic logo (Gracia and 
De Magistris, 2016). Meanwhile, Belgian consumers prefer 
the national Belgian organic food logo, certified by a private 
organisation, to the newly-introduced EU organic food logo. 
At the same time, a vast majority of Belgian consumers 
would welcome the introduction of an EU level animal 
welfare label (Van Loo et al., 2014). In a Swedish study, 
labels with specific country-of-origin information instead of 
a wider EU/non-EU designation were the most determining 
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attribute (Lagerkvist et al., 2014). We should also take 
into consideration the so-called cultural authenticity, i.e. 
the ethnic congruency between product and producer 
(Casey et al., 2014). Country image exerts a significant 
influence on practitioners’ credibility assessments of food 
standards (Wongprawmas et al., 2015). It is recommended 
to continuously strive to reduce the transaction costs of 
all actors in the organic certification process, implement 
a risk-based inspection system based on the collection of 
adequate farm data by certification bodies and harmonise 
the supervision of the certification system within the EU 
(Dabbert et al., 2014). Labelling benefits virtue and vice 
products in distinct aspects – the organic virtue products 
have better expected taste while the organic vice products 
have higher expected nutrition. Moreover, retailers are a 
crucial factor that moderates the evaluation of organic 
products (Ellison et al., 2016).

Moschini et al. (2008) presented an advanced economic 
interpretation of the role of quality signs referring to 
an area of origin (geographical indications, GI). They 
concluded that such labels adopt characteristics of club 
good and shared brands (see also Domański and Bryła, 
2013a, pp. 36-43), support the competition mechanism 
in the provision of quality, and consumers are their main 
beneficiaries. Nevertheless, producers may also reap 
benefits because of them if the production of high quality 
goods is based on scarce resources in their possession. Due 
to the shortage of certainty on the quality of the purchased 
good, GI-type labels may help to overcome the problem 
of insufficient information. They are particularly useful 
when the production structure is dispersed, and individual 
farmers are unable to issue credible quality signals. Thus the 
market structure justifies the need of cooperation among 
producers. Quality signs promote a competitive supply 
of quality on the food market. The market equilibrium 
leads to an undersupply of high quality goods. This market 
imperfection may be corrected by the policy of subsidising 
certification of high-quality products (Moschini et al., 2008). 
Bouamra-Mechemache and Chaaban (2010) presented 
an attempt to evaluate the economic effectiveness of the 
system of quality signs of the PDO type with the use of 
sophisticated algebraic methodology. The conclusions 
stemming from these analyses seem quite controversial. 
They argue that the society would gain by replacing the 
system of European quality signs with private, less rigorous 
and cheaper certification methods. According to a research 
study in Greece, the most important benefits of quality 
certification are market share growth and accessing new 
markets. The internal definition of quality in a given 
company should take into account expectations of its 
customers (Achilleas and Anastasios, 2008). O’Reilly and 
Haines (2004) underline the importance of cooperating 
in a network as a condition of effectiveness of marketing 
activities in relation to high quality food products. 
A research study among French producers using the 

appellation d’origine contrôlée quality sign identified 
two fundamental mechanisms of network management: 
reputation management and institutional engagement. In 
the former case, the existence of common values is key, 
especially quality. A manufacturer of high quality products 
tends to be respected by other members of the network and 
can be very influential. The second mechanism concerns 
regulations (enforcing and encouraging), participation, and 
habit (Guibert, 2006).

The image of regional quality signs among consumers 
consists of two dimensions: 1) quality guarantee and 2) 
economic support, which influence purchase intention 
and willingness to pay for a protected origin product (Van 
Ittersum et al., 2007). Three types of willingness to pay for 
products fitting the concept of sustainable development 
may be distinguished: altruistic, instrumental, and induced 
(Lankoski, 2010). French consumers are willing to pay 28% 
more for cheese of which they know the origin and are 
certain that its quality is controlled, as it has a quality sign 
referring to the area of origin. The consumers’ willingness 
to pay a higher price entails benefits for all market channel 
participants and contributes to the implementation of the 
sustainable development concept in the rural areas. The 
higher price of such a cheese enables to pay producers 
higher prices for milk (30-90% more than the market 
average) (Richard, 2005, p. 183). The willingness to pay 
higher prices for local food products in the American state 
of Maine ranged from 17 to 72%. 80% of respondents from 
the north-eastern states confirmed their readiness to accept 
a price premium for local products. In Nebraska, 34% of 
respondents were willing to pay 10% more for local products 
compared to conventional food, but a price premium of 25% 
and more was acceptable to fewer than every fiftieth study 
subject. A price premium of 10% may turn out insufficient 
to support local producers effectively, all the more as an 
incentive to change the production system (Schneider 
and Francis, 2005). The willingness to pay among Greek 
consumers of Zagora apples was estimated with the use 
of two comparisons: (1) the acceptable price of Zagora 
apples with a PDO and the price of conventional apples; 
and (2) the price of Zagora apples with a PDO and the 
price of apples with a geographical indication, but without 
the European quality sign. In the former situation, the 
price premium amounted to as much as 41.1%, but in the 
latter, it was only 6.2% (Fotopoulos and Krystallis, 2003). 
Traditional food products can command a substantial 
premium, albeit contingent on effective quality certification, 
authentic product composition and effective choice of the 
retail outlet (Balogh et al., 2016).

In relation to organic products and those that are produced 
with natural methods, the strategy of prestigious pricing 
may be used, which is characteristic for high quality 
products being a symbol of luxury. It applies to products 
positioned in the premium and super-premium segments 
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(Górska-Warsewicz et al., 2013, p. 266). The willingness 
to pay a higher price for organic products is contingent on 
consumer attitudes to organic production, extrinsic quality 
attributes, comfort and health as well as on the level of trust 
in organic production, frequency of consumption of fruit 
and vegetables, and to a lesser degree on socio-economic 
factors. Married people exhibit a higher willingness to 
pay for organic products (Botanaki et al., 2006). Gender, 
shopping venues, education, expenditure in the product 
category and knowledge of the labelled products affect 
purchase intention and willingness to pay for green- and 
eco-labelled seafood in China (Xu et al., 2012). In 2006, the 
majority of clients of organic food shops in Poland declared 
their willingness to pay only up to 10% more for organic 
products compared to conventional food. 23.5% of the study 
subjects were willing to pay a higher price by 11-25%, and 
6.3% accepted a higher price premium (Łuczka-Bakuła, 
2007, p. 218). The price premium estimated by grocery 
shop managers in Poland was 11.7% for origin food and 
almost 20% for organic food (Bryła, 2014). A survey in a 
representative sample of 1000 Polish consumers showed 
that they are willing to pay 17.4% more on average for 
organic products than for their conventional counterparts 
(‘ordinary food’) (Bryła, 2016). Failure to account for retailer 
heterogeneity will over- or under-estimate a label’s premium 
(Asche et al., 2015). The willingness to pay may be estimated 
for a variety of governmental organic labels and farmers’ 
association labels (Janssen and Hamm, 2014). For both local 
and organic labels, which are valued as partial substitutes, 
positive willingness to pay is conditional on distrusting 
the governmental food agencies (Costanigro et al., 2014).

5. Conclusions

The construction of quality of food products, especially 
origin and organic products, may comprise such elements 
as: authenticity (related to both the area of origin of the raw 
materials and the specificity of the production process), 
ethics (e.g. environmentally-friendly production methods, 
the impact of shared brands appealing to the area of origin 
on the sustainable development of certain territories), 
biological aspects, sensory aspects, nutritional value, etc. 
A trend toward a growing importance of traceability may 
be discerned (see e.g. Menozzi et al., 2015) Significant 
characteristics of quality are also: perfection of management 
processes (e.g. ISO standards), awarding quality signs 
(e.g. eco-labelling, signs granted to origin products by the 
European Commission) or other marketing instruments 
aiming to position one’s offering (e.g. the premium 
pricing policy, packaging, advertising). These means 
enable to differentiate the offering in a way appreciated 
by consumers and in turn ensure market benefits, usually 
expressed by price premiums. Therefore, the differentiation 
of food products with the use of marketing signals that 
communicate quality attributes may contribute to the 
creation, or preservation, of competitive advantage 

of producers, or rather of entire value chains (market 
channels), in particular thanks to vertical integration 
systems (cooperation with suppliers and distributors) and 
horizontal ones (producer organisations, shared brands, 
common marketing undertakings).

Although the awareness of origin and organic food product 
quality signs among Polish consumers is rather low, quality 
signs constitute one of attributes taken into account in the 
process of grocery product selection. The respondents 
underlined the role of quality signs especially in the field 
of positioning origin and organic products in the segment 
of premium prices, building competitive advantage on the 
basis of the differentiation strategy, and emphasising the 
authenticity of such product types. Our findings confirm 
the relationship between the frequency of origin and 
organic food purchase and the role attributed to quality 
signs. We also found a strong positive correlation between 
the perception of European quality signs and the attitude 
toward origin and organic food. Finally, we confirmed the 
expected relationship between the positive perception of 
European quality signs and the willingness to pay a higher 
price for origin and organic food.
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