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Abstract

Consumer preferences about locally grown foods have been studied principally as
they concern meals consumed in the home, while knowledge about consumptions
outside the home is still fragmented. Studying the relationship between local foods
and out of the home consumptions instead proves particularly interesting,
considering the growth of eating out habits. In this scenario, our paper intends to
verify whether using products of local origin in restaurants can represent an element
capable of influencing consumer preferences positively. The analysis was developed
by means of a choice experiment between alternatives that differ in certification of
origin, process certification, price and the main characteristics of the restaurant. The
survey was conducted on a representative sample of Italian (500) and German (500)
consumers. Applying Latent Class Modelling has enabled us to segment the market
and profile the segments. Profiling was performed considering the socio-
demographic characteristics, the choice motivations not expressly inserted in the
choice experiment and the Schwartz value system. The results show not only a
marked heterogeneity of preferences but also a consistent consumer segment
willing to pay a relevant premium price for meals made from a prevalence of
products certified as being of local origin. This segment, labelled ‘locavores’, appears
across both countries, despite differing gastronomic traditions. Locavores are mainly
young people who prioritise self-enhancement, stimulation and conservation in the
sense of respect for traditions and being members of their communities. The
‘Discussions and conclusions’ section handles the principal implications from the
viewpoint of the decisions of restaurant owners, as well as from that of farmers.

Keywords: Local foods, Restaurant choice, Consumer segmentation, Latent class,
Consumer profiling

Background
As of late, we have been witnessing a return to the use of local foods in consumption

habits, as a consequence of an evolution of the food and cultural system (Bean and Sharp

2011; Rausser et al. 2015). While before globalisation, consuming local foods indeed rep-

resented the custom, because foods were plausibly local for the most part, today this

orientation assumes the connotations of the individual’s conscious and weighted choice.

The reasons for the renewed interest in the local origin of foods can be attributed to

the new sense of the local food system, which expands its distinctive features to
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embrace issues involving the environment, health and the sustainability of food con-

sumptions (Feenstra 1997). In this context, the different inclinations of consumers to-

wards the environment, health and food safety have led to identify the nearness to the

site of production as a quality cue, which thereby contributes to increasing the demand

for local food (Roininen et al. 2006). Moreover, this phenomenon has also benefited

from the resolution of several issues that in the past represented a barrier to the con-

sumption of local foods, such as the scarce availability of products, tied to limits in the

distribution channels (Frash et al. 2015).

The literature has investigated consumer preferences with respect to the ‘local’ attri-

bute of food, mainly concentrating on the choices of the meal to consume at home. In

particular, studies have pointed out the characteristics the consumer associates with

product quality (Schneider and Francis 2005; Dunne et al. 2011). Previous results show

that the value of these foods can be associated not only with taste and freshness

(Keeling-Bond et al. 2009; Gracia et al. 2012; Menapace and Raffaelli 2013) but also

with safety, nutritional aspects, environmental sustainability (Weber and Matthews

2008, Erraach et al. 2014; Goetzke et al. 2014), support to communities and social

responsibility (Darby et al. 2008; Martinez 2010; Frash et al. 2015). Apart from these

cases, only a few studies have analysed consumer choices of food produced using local

ingredients for away-from-home meals (Frash et al. 2015; Vieregge et al. 2007), and to

date, there have been few studies on consumer preferences with respect to local foods

appearing on restaurant menus (Alfnes and Sharma 2010; Schubert et al. 2010; Alonso

et al. 2013; Campbell and DiPietro 2014; Lillywhite and Simonsen 2014).

In a context of restaurant choice, literature has indeed concentrated on other factors

that influence preferences. In their review of food service selection factors important to

the consumer, Medeiros and Salay (2013) identify the following as determinant: food

type, food quality, service quality, price, location, atmosphere and past experiences both

direct and indirect. In particular, studies report that food quality, mainly intended in

terms not only of taste but also of the healthiness of foods, is the most important attri-

bute in restaurant choice (Alonso et al. 2013; Frash et al. 2015; Jung et al. 2015).

The issue about price is instead more complex, as price can be considered as a crit-

ical factor that limits choice, as well as a quality cue that instead encourages choice

(Jung et al. 2015). Previous positive experiences, along with several characteristics of

the restaurant, such as its atmosphere and the quality of service constitute further vari-

ables that influence consumer preferences, but only after food quality has been deter-

mined (Namkung and Jang 2007; Choi and Zhao 2010; Ha and Jang 2010; Ponnam and

Balaji 2014). Finally, recent studies have tackled the topic of additional information on

the menu (Liu et al. 2012; Thorndike et al. 2012; Feldman et al. 2015; Lu and Gursoy

2016). As far as nutritional indications are concerned, the literature shows that it can

increase the consumer’s intention to purchase (Liu et al. 2012; Thorndike et al. 2012;

Feldman et al. 2015). Likewise, in the ambit of the aspects associated with food safety,

Lu and Gursoy (2016) found a willingness to pay for GMO-free menus.

In this picture, the role of the local origin of raw materials in restaurant choice

remains to be further investigated. Schubert et al. (2010) have found the existence of a

potential so-called ‘green’ niche market that also embraces restaurants that serve locally

grown foods. Campbell and DiPietro (2014) suggest that consumer response to local

food signage is enhanced when farm name and pictures are included. Alfnes and
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Sharma (2010) show that locally grown foods are chosen by a greater number of cus-

tomers when they are supported by a price signal, or rather, they are sold at a higher

price than other food. Signals of the positive role that serving local products can have

on consumer preferences are also drawn by Lillywhite and Simonsen (2014) on a sam-

ple of 320 consumers. Their study shows that using local ingredients in the preparation

of dishes represents the most important choice factor for one fifth of respondents.

Vieregge et al. (2007) and Frash et al. (2015) confirm the interest in the local origin of

raw materials, revealing that using local food products can improve the image of

globally branded restaurants. On the other hand, the results of a study conducted by

Alonso et al. (2013) in the south-eastern USA show that the use of local foods on the

menu is one of the least influential factors in restaurant choice, even in the case of a re-

gion with an important agricultural background and a considerable variety of products.

The analysis of literature points out the limited number of studies conducted on the re-

lationship between local foods and restaurant choice, as well as fragmentation in terms of

results. On the other hand, the growing attention consumers show for local products in a

context that sees the increasing importance of out of the home consumptions (Casini et

al. 2015) implies that understanding the role that the local origin of food can assume in

restaurant choice is an important and topical theme, which merits investigation.

The aim of this paper is to examine the relationship between locally grown foods and

restaurant choice by analysing the preferences of a representative sample from two

countries with very different gastronomical traditions like Italy and Germany. Our

paper departs from the hypothesis that the behaviour of consumers is heterogeneous

and can be properly interpreted only by means of an analysis that takes account of the

diversities. Our contribution to the literature is to shed new light on the diverse sensi-

tivities towards the local origin of products in the restaurant business via a segmenta-

tion of consumers, conducted applying the latent class methodology.

In particular, we propose to answer the following research questions: (i) Does a sig-

nificant market segment exist that is interested in restaurant certification that guaran-

tees the use of local products? (ii) What is the profile of this potential segment?

The paper is structured as follows. In the next section, the study method is illustrated

and the methodology based on latent class models is presented. Then, the case study

on the choice of a typical restaurant in the two countries is described; the principal

results are illustrated, more closely profiling the consumer segments identified. Lastly,

we examine the principal implications from the viewpoint of restaurateurs and farmers.

Methods
Choice experiment: latent class model

Consumer preferences were analysed by means of discrete choice models (McFadden 1974;

Louviere and Woodworth 1983) and, in particular, by using a latent class (LC) model. This

model is based on the assumption that the choice behaviour of consumers depends on ob-

servable and unobservable heterogeneity that varies with non-detectable factors (Greene

and Hensher 2003). It assumes, in particular, that discrete segments of population have dif-

ferent choice behaviours, owing to different preferences. The LC model makes it possible to

analyse the heterogeneity of consumers’ preferences and, at the same time, to obtain a seg-

mentation into groups of consumers with similar preferences. The LC analysis outperforms
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multivariate clustering techniques, as it is based on a probability model that enables the use

of inference on the outcomes. Another advantage of the approach is that it bypasses the

problem of choosing linkage rules and dissimilarity measures, the choice of which cannot

always be traced back to theoretical economic criteria. Finally, the LC model permits the

calculation of statistical indicators, such as Bayesian information criterion (BIC) and Akaike

information criterion (AIC) to guide the choice of the number of classes (Magidson and

Vermunt 2002; Vermunt and Magidson 2002; Greene and Hensher 2003).

Data analysis and experimental design

The choice of attributes to define the experiment was made on the basis of the most im-

portant attributes of restaurant consumers’ choices that emerged in literature (Medeiros

and Salay 2013; Alonso et al. 2013; Frash et al. 2015; Jung et al. 2015). Given the purpose

of this paper, we have found it advisable to concentrate on the following attributes: aver-

age meal price (drinks excluded), quality of service and atmosphere, and food quality,

expressed through the certification of the raw materials in terms of production standards

and origin (Table 1). Food quality is without a doubt an attribute of fundamental import-

ance in choosing a restaurant; its definition, however, is very complex and subjective. The

solution we have adopted in order to include food quality in the choice experiment was to

signal it through food certifications, which are objective, easily communicable and utilis-

able for restaurant choice, not disposing of information tied to direct experience or from

relevant others, such as friends and relatives. In order to account for the effects of the

more subjective elements, we have specified in the questionnaire that the choice con-

cerned typical restaurants with the same evaluation in the principal food and drink guides

and that the alternatives differed only with respect to the attributes considered.

The price levels were chosen considering a price interval that starts from a minimum price

of a restaurant meal (drinks excluded) of 20 euros up to a maximum price of 55 euros. This

range includes most Italian restaurants, excluding only fast food and top-level restaurants.

As far as the origin of the raw materials is concerned, the phrasing used was the same

as the one adopted in Italy by the Regional Administration of the Veneto, which

released the following official claim to certified establishments: ‘This restaurant prefer-

entially uses products of regional origin’. This claim fits into the framework of the Italian

national regulations that support the use of local products (law no. 3 of 22 January 2010,

rules to orient and support the consumption of farm products of regional origin).

Concerning process certifications, the principal certifications available for food prod-

ucts were utilised: organic and GMO-free. These certifications are associated with pro-

duction processes with different limitations in the use of the production factors. The

Table 1 Choice experiment attributes and levels

Attributes Levels

Price (€) 20, 25, 30, 35, 40, 45, 50, 55

Origin Menu with local products; this restaurant gives preference to products
of regional origin, certified by farmers’ associations; no indication

Process certifications This restaurant uses exclusively organic meats, fruit and vegetables; this
restaurant uses exclusively foods without genetically modified organisms;
no certification

Service quality and atmosphere High, medium–high, medium–low
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phrasings adopted were the following: ‘This restaurant uses exclusively organic meats,

fruit, and vegetables’ and ‘This restaurant uses exclusively foods without genetically

modified organisms’. Though not specifically regulated, these two claims were utilised,

as they are relatively widespread in various restaurants on a voluntary basis. No further

information was provided about the meaning of the two certifications.

Finally, three definitions of service quality and atmosphere were considered: high

(reasonable wait, refined service and elegant premises), medium–high (occasional long

wait, good service and warm atmosphere) and medium–low (long wait, unrefined ser-

vice and simple premises). These definitions were formulated utilising the description

used by Homburg et al. (2005) for levels of satisfaction regarding time, quality of ser-

vice and characteristics of restaurants.

The choice experiment design was structured considering the four attributes, combined

in two unlabelled alternatives plus the no-choice option. The design was obtained by means

of Ngene software (ChoiceMetrics Ltd.) utilising a D-optimal orthogonal main effects plan

(Street and Burgess 2007). The design thereby obtained provided 12 choice situations.

The model was performed utilising the Latent Gold Choice 4.5 statistical software (Stat-

istical Innovation Inc.). Finally, the segments were profiled by means of Chi-squared

Automatic Interaction Detection (CHAID) analysis (Kass 1980). Towards this end, we

have used SI-CHAID software, which is integrated with Latent Gold and makes it possible

to gather the degree of uncertainty associated with each individual’s belonging to a class.

The questionnaire

The survey opens with a screening question for individuals who have gone to a restaur-

ant at least once a year. The first part of the questionnaire concerns the choice experi-

ment. In order to make the scenario as realistic as possible, the sets of alternatives were

represented, drawing inspiration from the way that restaurants are presented on the

principal search engines (Fig. 1). Respondents who opted for the non-choice option for

more than half of the sets were requested to specify their reasons.

The second part of the questionnaire is intended to investigate the principal motiva-

tions not expressly inserted in the choice experiment that underlie the restaurant

choice measured using a single-item (‘how important is it for you?’) and a Likert scale

ranging from 1 (not at all important) to 7 (extremely important). The ‘Results’ section

contains the information of the socio-demographic data of the sample; it notes the fre-

quency with which the respondents go to restaurants, as well as their attitude towards

the foods from their region, which was measured using a single item (‘choosing

between different foods, how much would you like a product from your region?’) and a

Likert scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 7 (extremely). This part of the questionnaire

was introduced with the specific aim of determining the importance attributed to the

various dimensions of the local food system and their possible relationship with res-

taurant preferences. Finally, the fourth part concerns personal values as explanatory

factors of restaurant preferences. Values are defined as absolute objectives, which is to

say they do not depend on contingent situations that individuals assume as guiding

principles in making choices (Schwartz 1992). Schwartz (1992) identifies ten values

(universalism, benevolence, conformity, tradition, security, power, achievement, hedon-

ism, stimulation and self-direction) whose effects on behaviour are interpreted by
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analysing the structure of relationships, or rather, of the priority each value assumes

with respect to the others. In fact, the achievement of each value can determine an ef-

fect that is congruous or in opposition to the other values. These relationships can be

synthesised into two bipolar dimensions represented by self-enhancement versus self-

transcendence and by openness to change versus conservation. Self-enhancement

expresses power and achievement, while self-transcendence represents universalism

and benevolence. On the other hand, openness to change represents values like stimu-

lation and self-direction while, on the contrary, conservation includes tradition, con-

formity and security. Finally, the hedonism value shares parts of both openness to

change and self-enhancement. The values were used to study choice behaviours in real-

life situations, showing their effectiveness in interpreting the preference for organic

products (Grunert and Juhl 1995), for sustainable food consumption (Thøgersen and

Ölander 2002), for fair trade (Doran 2009) and, more in general, for purchasing behav-

iour (Hansen 2008). The questions were structured utilising the scale developed and

tested by Schwartz (2007), which includes verbal portraits of 21 individuals towards

whom the respondents are asked to indicate their level of affinity utilising a 7-point

scale, from 1 (minimum) to 7 (maximum).

The questionnaires were administered on line by a company (Toluna) specialised in

market surveys in the period January–February 2016. Two sub-samples representative

for age, gender and education of the countries under study were recruited from the

Toluna panel. The sample obtained in this manner does not respond rigorously to the

requisites of a random sample. However, bearing in mind the numerousness and the

method of selection, we feel it permits a generalisation of results.

Results
Description of the sample

The survey concerned a sample made up of 1000 Italian and German individuals who

have gone to a restaurant at least once a year and are representative of the population

of the two countries with respect to gender, age and education. Table 2 contains a

Fig. 1 Example of a set of alternatives shown during the choice experiment
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description of the sample by all the socio-demographic characteristics surveyed by

means of our questionnaire and by the frequency of meals consumed in restaurants.

As far as the motivations behind the choices are concerned, we have evaluated the

importance of the elements not included in the choice experiment. Among the restaur-

ant characteristics, the aspects of food quality, such as tastiness and healthiness, prove

to be the most important. The preferred information channel for these characteristics

is direct experience, while the suggestions of relatives and friends, and specialised

guides prove to be much less important (Fig. 2).

Finally, Fig. 3 describes the reasons why the respondents prefer a food from their

own region. The data show that the strongest associations concern the freshness of

foods and the support of local community.

Results of the choice experiment

We have performed several models according to different segmentation hypotheses. For

each model, the information criteria for the choice of the best specification (Table 3) have

been calculated. From the analysis of the information criteria, of the significance and the

signs of the estimated parameters, we have selected the model with five classes. The ana-

lysis of the model’s parameters shows how the consumer’s choices are firstly guided by

price, though this may assume a very different role among the consumers (Table 4).

In the ambit of the price range considered (20–55 euros per person), the consumers

belonging to the first class (27%) show a positive price coefficient and negative coeffi-

cients for all the other attributes. The price attribute proves to be the one with the

greatest relative importance (48%), calculated in relation to the model’s coefficients and

to the breadth of the attribute’s range of variation (Vermunt and Magidson 2005). One

interpretation of this result could be that, after choosing the restaurant from within a

certain price bracket that for them indicates quality, these consumers associate higher

levels of the other attributes with a worsening of quality tied to the information not

included in the choice experiment such as taste. In other words, it is as though for a

certain price, there was a trade-off between additional claims/certifications and food

quality. For this reason, the class has been called ‘price driven’.

The second class (28%) is made up of individuals whose preferences are oriented

around the intermediate price bracket with an average of 28 euros per menu. Price for

this cluster still constitutes the most important attribute in restaurant choice (47%),

though in this case, with a negative coefficient. The other attributes instead prove to

have a positive impact on choice. The most important among them is the service qual-

ity and the atmosphere (27%), followed by the local origin of the raw materials (14%)

and process certification (12%). In particular, with respect to the latter attribute, a pref-

erence for organic over GMO-free is observed. The analysis of the willingness to pay

(WTP), calculated as an additive inverse of the ratio between the coefficient of the attri-

bute’s level and that of the price, has pointed out that this class is willing to pay the

highest premium price for the local origin (about 10 euros). This class also presents the

highest odds ratio for the ‘local’ attribute, equal to 2.57, which corresponds to a likeli-

hood of choosing a restaurant with local food certification more than twice as high as

to that of a restaurant without this certification. For these reasons, the cluster has been

labelled as locavores.
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Table 2 Demographic characteristics and frequency of meals consumed in restaurants of the
sample

Country Freq. Percent

Germany 500 50

Italy 500 50

Age

18–24 115 12

25–34 185 19

35–44 215 22

45–54 260 26

Over 54 225 23

Gender

Female 505 51

Male 495 50

Level of education

Elementary school 73 7

Secondary school 623 62

University degree and doctorate degree 304 30

Frequency at restaurants

At least once a week 198 20

More than once a month 378 38

More than once every 3 months 268 27

More than once every 6 months 86 9

More than once a year 70 7

Number of family members

Single 160 16

Two 300 30

Three 268 27

Four 201 20

More than five 71 7

Number of children (younger than 12 years old)

None 697 70

One 207 21

Two 81 8

More than two 15 2

Residence

Capital 87 9

Large city (more than 100,000 inhabitants) 243 24

Urban area 50,000–100,000 inhabitants 169 17

Urban area 10,000–49,999 inhabitants 248 25

Urban area with fewer than 10,000 inhabitants 115 12

Rural area 138 14

Family income1

Low 222 22

Medium 395 40

Medium–high 333 33
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The third class (17%) presents a negative price coefficient and is the class for which

the importance of this attribute is the maximum (67%). Coherently, the average price

of the menus chosen is the lower price surveyed among the clusters (20 euros). The

other attributes all prove to contribute positively to choice; for origin, in particular, a

WTP of 2.7 euros is estimated. Given the preference for the lower price brackets, the

class has been termed ‘savers’.

The fourth class is formed by the ‘non-choosers’ (24%). This class, in fact, records an aver-

age non-choice rate of about 60%. Analysing the answers on the questionnaire as to the rea-

sons for the non-choice has pointed out the excessively high price as determinant (83%).

Finally, the fifth class (4%) has been labelled ‘others’. For this cluster, the parameters

are not significant. It is a residual class made up principally of individuals who rarely

eat in restaurants, as noted in the third section of the questionnaire (only 18% eats in

restaurants more than once a month). For these reasons, we have not thought it is

advisable to consider it in successive analysis.

Investigating the profiles of the four segments has concerned socio-demographic vari-

ables, motivations of choice, qualities associated with products of local origin and

Schwartz values. Socio-demographic profiling conducted by means of the CHAID

method points out significant differences with respect to age (LR chi-square = 23.89,

df = 6; p value = 0.003) and with respect to the presence of children under 12 (LR

chi-square = 13.10, df = 3; p value = 0.018). In particular, younger people (under

45 years of age) prevail among the locavores and among the price driven, the age

bracket between 45 and 54 is the most present among the non-choosers, while the elderly

have greater weight among the savers. On the other hand, the presence of children under

Table 2 Demographic characteristics and frequency of meals consumed in restaurants of the
sample (Continued)

Country Freq. Percent

Very high 50 5
1Low the family income allows me/us to reach the end of the month with great difficulty, medium the family income
allows me/us to reach the end of the month well, but without saving anything, medium–high the family income allows
me/us to reach the end of the month and to save something, very high the family income allows me/us to reach the end
of the month quite easily

Fig. 2 Valuation (on a Likert scale from 1 to 7) of the motivations of restaurant choice not expressly
inserted in the choice experiment
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12 years of age proves to be significantly less in the cluster of the savers. The following

characteristics, however, did not prove significantly different among the classes: country,

residence in urban or rural areas, gender, level of education, profession, family income,

number of family members and frequency with which individuals go to restaurants.

As far as the determinants in restaurant choice are concerned, the analysis of the pro-

files related the motivations not expressly inserted in the choice experiment: taste,

healthiness, menu variety and accessibility. Applying the CHAID methodology has

shown that for these motivations, no significant differences emerge between the classes,

and all the clusters show a pronounced attention for quality in terms of taste and food

safety. Significant differences between the classes were also not observed in the chan-

nels for acquiring information in order to choose the restaurant.

The survey on the reasons why the respondents state they prefer products from their

own region shows significant differences in the characteristics of freshness (LR chi-s-

quare = 10.18, df = 3; p value = 0.040) and healthiness (LR chi-square = 12.64, df = 3; p

value = 0.032). In particular, the savers class shows a definitely differentiated attitude,

indicating levels of importance for these two characteristics lower than the other clas-

ses. On the other hand, the locavores differ from the other clusters in their greater

association between origin and support to local activities (LR chi-square = 7.72, df = 1;

p value = 0.032). The results in fact show that 43% of the cluster attributes the max-

imum importance to this association (score of 7 out of 7 on the Likert scale).

In order to analyse the relationships between consumers’ choices and value system,

we have applied the principal factor analysis, which has led us to identify four retained

factors, considering that for the factors higher than four, the eigenvalues proved nega-

tive. In order to facilitate interpretation, we have thus applied an orthogonal rotation of

the varimax type (Table 5). The suitability of the analysis was verified using the Kaiser--

Meyer-Olkin (KMO) measure. This indicator proved equal to 0.83 and was therefore

considered ‘meritorious’ in literature (Kaiser 1974).

The first factor proves principally correlated to power, achievement, and stimulation.

It underlines the dimension of ‘self-enhancement and stimulation’ and therefore reflects

the values of social superiority and self-esteem associated with openness to novelty and

change. The second factor presents high values for tradition and conformity and can,

therefore, be identified with the dimension of ‘conservation’, which expresses respect

for traditions and the priority of harmony in relations that imply subordinating the self

to socially imposed expectations. In the third factor prevails the importance of safety

Fig. 3 Reasons why locally grown foods are preferred, elicited on a Likert scale from 1 to 7
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along with social and individual stability (security), along with hedonism, which repre-

sents pleasure and one’s own gratification of the senses. Finally, the fourth factor is

associated with benevolence and universalism and reflects the ‘self-transcendence’,

which is to say the priority of the wellbeing of others with respect to one’s own striv-

ings. Scores have been estimated for each respondent and for each of the four factors

identified. Table 6 reports the average values for each cluster.

The four clusters were then analysed on the basis of the individual scores achieved

for each factor. The price-driven consumers prove to be characterised by self-

enhancement and stimulation. The importance for this dimension is shared with the

locavores who differ, however, from the previous cluster in their higher conservation.

The savers are characterised by a greater importance attributed to the dimension

hedonism and security, while the non-choosers combine the priority for hedonism and

security and the concern for social welfare (self-transcendence).

Table 3 Latent class information criteria estimation

Model LL BIC(LL) AIC(LL) AIC3(LL) CAIC(LL) N. par

1–class − 12,093 24,235 24,201 24,208 24,242 7

2–class − 10,697 21,497 21,424 21,439 21,512 15

3–class − 9866 19,891 19,778 19,801 19,914 23

4–class − 9474 19,162 19,009 19,040 19,193 31

5–class − 9236 18,742 18,551 18,590 18,781 39

6–class − 9099 18,523 18,293 18,340 18,570 47

7–class − 8990 18,361 18,091 18,146 18,416 55

Note: LL log likelihood, BIC Bayesian information criterion, AIC Akaike information criterion, AIC3 Akaike information
criterion 3, CAIC consistent Akaike information criterion, N. Par number of parameters

Table 4 Latent class model parameters estimation

Attributes Cluster 1 (price
driven)

Cluster 2
(locavores)

Cluster 3
(savers)

Cluster 4 (non-
choosers)

Cluster 5
(others)

Price 0.08a − 0.09a − 0.17a 0.02a − 0.13

Origin

Local origin − 0.86a 0.94a 0.46a − 0.57a 1.91

No Info 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

Process certifications

Organic − 0.85a 0.78a 0.50a 1.24a 1.91

GMO-free − 0.56a 0.30a 0.44a 1.34a 0.20

No info 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

Service quality and atmosphere

High − 1.36a 1.80a 1.89a 1.22a 1.74b

Medium–
high

− 0.76a 1.05a 1.43a − 0.46a − 1.40

Medium–
low

0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

Asc

Choice 1.09a 6.39a 5.82a − 0.41a 1.64

0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00
aSignificance is at 1% level
bSignificance is at 5% level

Contini et al. Agricultural and Food Economics  (2017) 5:21 Page 11 of 15



Discussions and conclusions
Our study contributes to increasing knowledge in an area to date underexplored, des-

pite the growing ‘local’ trend and the increase of out of the home consumptions. While

for the products consumed in the home, the value of local productions has already

been demonstrated (Feldmann and Hamm 2015), the studies conducted in the ambit of

restaurants are limited and the findings are still fragmented (Vieregge et al. 2007;

Alonso et al. 2013; Lillywhite and Simonsen 2014).

Applying the LC model to analysing the preferences of a representative sample of

Italian and German consumers has pointed out an heterogeneous behaviours among

consumers. In particular, our findings show the existence of an important market seg-

ment (28%) made up of locavores. We shall focus discussions on this segment, as it is

the most interesting for operators who intend to develop an offer that valorises the

local origin of products. Locavores indeed have a marked preference for restaurants

that use local products, with a likelihood of choosing a restaurant that offers guaran-

teed local products more than twice as high as that of a restaurant without a certifica-

tion. Furthermore, they express a willingness to pay a significant premium price for

locally grown foods, equal to 10 euros per meal.

The presence of a significant segment of locavores in the ambit of restaurants is

coherent with the reports of literature (Lillywhite and Simonsen 2014; Schubert et al.

2010; Vieregge et al. 2007). On the other hand, our results are also compatible with the

findings of Alonso et al. (2013) about the limited importance of the local attribute on

restaurant choice. Indeed, the differences between our study and that of Alonso et al.

(2013) can be attributed to the heterogeneity of preferences. Segmentation has permit-

ted us to focus on the presence of consumers mindful of product origin, which can

escape notice when the preferences are analysed as a whole.

Table 5 Rotated factor loadings

Variable Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 Factor 4

Power 0.69 0.12 − 0.04 − 0.01

Achievement 0.65 0.22 0.28 0.10

Edonism 0.42 0.08 0.58 0.25

Stimulation 0.65 0.04 0.27 0.32

Self-direction 0.32 0.24 0.48 0.45

Benevolence 0.20 0.49 0.11 0.56

Universalism 0.09 0.30 0.27 0.61

Tradition 0.15 0.63 0.12 0.24

Conformity 0.12 0.70 0.18 0.18

Security 0.04 0.39 0.56 0.14

Table 6 Average values of the factors for the four clusters analysed

Clusters Self-enhancement and stimulation Conservation Edonism and security Self-transcendence

Price driven 0.10 0.04 − 0.01 0.01

Locavores 0.09 0.10 − 0.01 0.04

Savers − 0.14 − 0.05 0.00 − 0.06

No-choosers − 0.08 − 0.06 0.06 0.05

Contini et al. Agricultural and Food Economics  (2017) 5:21 Page 12 of 15



Profiling the locavores has revealed a general homogeneity of preferences on the ter-

ritorial level. These consumers are indeed present in similar proportions in both the

countries analysed, thus showing how the preference for the local attribute does not

differ even between countries with different culinary traditions.

An analysis of the socio-demographic characteristics does not point out particular

differences between the clusters except for those related to age. The locavores identify

with the younger individuals aged 45 or under. Also, from the viewpoint of motivations

for choosing a restaurant that were not included in the choice experiment, there

emerged a substantial homogeneity that exalts the importance attributed to the quality

of foods, intended as taste and healthiness.

The Schwartz value system proved capable of significantly differentiating the various

clusters. In particular, the locavores are represented by individuals with high levels of

conservation and self-enhancement and stimulation. While the latter dimension is con-

sidered a common denominator of the younger generations (Twenge et al. 2008;

Grønhøj and Thøgersen 2009), the more distinctive characteristic consists of the prior-

ity that the locavores attribute to respect for customs and tradition, identifying them

with people who find gratification in recognising their own cultural identity. They per-

sonify the group’s solidarity and, with their behaviour, contribute to the survival of their

community of reference (Schwartz 2012). This peculiarity is also confirmed by the ana-

lysis of the motivations for preferring foods of regional origin, which points out that

the locavores attribute a clearly higher importance, compared with the other segments,

to the capability of these foods to support local activities.

From the methodological-theoretical viewpoint, the results show that the interest in ‘local

food’ is strongly correlated with the system of values, which can explain the different behav-

iours surveyed better than the socio-demographic characteristics. This seems to confirm the

importance of also considering this type of analysis in studying consumer behaviour.

From the viewpoint of future outlooks, the characteristics of the locavore cluster

allow us to foresee a growing attention to local foods and their consumption outside

the home. This cluster is in fact made up of young people with a strong aspiration for

success and, therefore, with a high probability of forming a group with a growing pur-

chasing power, and capable of influencing the future demand positively. Likewise, their

characteristic of being strongly tied to the values of their community seems to be part

of a trend of growing interest in local food products, as opposed to the globalisation of

consumptions (Bean and Sharp 2011; Rausser et al. 2015). There thus seem to be the

conditions to develop a restaurant business characterised by an offer based on local

foods, capable of integrating virtuously with regional or sub-regional agricultural pro-

ductions that specifically target this type of use.

A foodservice characterised by local products can represent an important opportunity

for farmers especially in areas with a vocation for tourism. In order for this opportunity

to translate into an actual development, at least two conditions must come about. One

element that appears essential for this type of development consists in credible guaran-

tees for the consumer.

The other condition concerns the farmers’ side and their capability to organise them-

selves so as to respond to the requirements in terms of reliability, consistency, and con-

stancy of quality levels. In this regard, the coordination among growers for the creation

of a ‘one-vendor’ approach appears to be of strategic importance in order to minimise
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the problems connected with being multiple suppliers and to guarantee conditions of

sales convenience and effectiveness.

The main limit of our study is tied to the fact that it is not possible to include in the choice

experiment the effects of personal judgement and work-of-mouth judgement concerning

one’s experience at a restaurant, which literature and our results indicate as potentially im-

portant in the choice (Namkung and Jang 2007; Choi and Zhao 2010; Ha and Jang 2010;

Ponnam and Balaji 2014). We feel though that our result can represent a correct indication

of the existing interest in this attribute for a significant segment of consumers. It does not

seem that the quantifications obtained in terms of market quota and WTP can be generalised

to all the choice situations, but are instead referable to the cases in which the consumers do

not personally know the restaurant and do not possess an external opinion, as in the case of

eateries that have recently opened or those that do not have a defined reputation. It is for this

restaurant typology that the certification concerning the local origin of products represents

an important quality signal, especially if it is accompanied by adequate communication.

Another limit of the study is tied to the hypothetical context of the choice experiment.

In order to obtain a greater relevance of results, further developments of the research

should foresee analysing the consumer behaviour in the field. In this case, the focus would

shift from restaurant choice to menu choice. Other interesting perspectives for further

study concern the modalities for realising certification processes of local origin, organising

the entire food chain and defining more effective forms of communication.
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