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Abstract: In today’s society, the consumption of organic products presents both significant benefits
and potential barriers, as evidenced by the intrinsic and extrinsic factors shaping consumer behavior
among university-aged millennials. This study explores the motivators influencing consumer be-
havior toward organic product purchases and identifies barriers that may inhibit university-aged
millennials from engaging in such consumption practices. Utilizing a qualitative research approach,
data were gathered through semi-structured interviews with thirty-eight university students in
Ecuador and Peru. The analysis employed Grounded Theory methods. The findings of this re-
search indicate that intrinsic factors, including environmental awareness, eco-consciousness, habitual
tendencies, health considerations, and personal values, in conjunction with extrinsic factors, such
as familial and social influences and concerns regarding the COVID-19 pandemic, are significant
drivers of the adoption of organic goods. Conversely, challenges related to product availability, cost
implications, and prevalent skepticism occasionally hinder the acquisition of these products. An
innovative aspect of this study lies in its pioneering use of Grounded Theory in Ecuador and Peru.
It sheds light on millennials’ perceptions of organic products and elucidates the factors influencing
their purchasing decisions in the organic market.

Keywords: green purchasing behavior; organic products; intrinsic factors; extrinsic factors;
barriers; millennials

1. Introduction

Unconscious consumption at a global level, coupled with the irresponsible disposal
of waste by certain consumer segments, has precipitated critical issues, such as global
warming, prolific waste production, and environmental contamination [1–3]. These be-
haviors have contributed to a rapid acceleration in the rate of environmental decline in
recent years [4–6].

The 1960s marked a significant era in environmental activism, with various social
groups advocating for the protection of nature, elevating the term “environmental pollu-
tion” into the public consciousness [7]. This was a time when awareness and concern for
the planet’s wellbeing began to take root in the global dialogue. In the following decade,
the outcry against environmental degradation intensified [8]. Citizens became increasingly
vocal about the urgent need for change, prompting international response [9].
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In response to the growing unrest, the United Nations (UN) convened a pivotal
conference in Stockholm in June 1972, which would come to be a watershed moment in
environmental governance [10,11]. This historic assembly, driven by a newfound collective
will to safeguard the environment, resulted in the establishment of June 5 as World Environ-
ment Day, a symbolic gesture to galvanize global awareness and action. More substantively,
the assembly led to the adoption of 196 measures targeting the reduction of environmental
damage [7]. These measures, aimed at curtailing the pollution of waterways, restoring soil
health, and improving air quality, were outlined for implementation by national govern-
ments [12]. This initiative represented one of the first coordinated global efforts to confront
the perils of environmental neglect and set a precedent for future environmental policy
and action.

Within the framework of its contemporary agenda for sustainable development, the
United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) has embedded the Sustainable De-
velopment Goals (SDGs), which issue a global call for collective action to secure peace,
prosperity, poverty elimination, and environmental stewardship [4,13,14]. A pivotal aim
within these goals addresses the necessity for responsible production and consumption,
urging a fundamental transformation in the ways we produce and consume goods to
diminish the environmental footprint [8,15]. A primary mechanism for fostering this sus-
tainable consumption is the increased acquisition of environmentally benign products,
widely termed ‘organic products’ [3]. Characteristically, organic products are cultivated
without relying on pesticides, synthetic fertilizers, sewage sludge, genetically modified
organisms, or ionizing radiation, offering a more sustainable alternative for both the planet
and its inhabitants [7,12,16,17].

In examining the consumption of organic products, it is critical to consider two cate-
gories typically exerting significant sway over consumer choices: intrinsic and extrinsic
factors [18]. Intrinsic factors encompass the innate attributes of organic products, such as
quality, taste, nutritional content, and health advantages. These intrinsic qualities enable
consumers to evaluate the food’s purity, the absence of pesticides, and its environmental
impact [19]. Conversely, extrinsic factors are the external elements that shape consumer
perception and drive the adoption of certain behaviors. These factors may include price,
availability, marketing efforts, social trends, and the broader context within which con-
sumption occurs [20–22].

Within the realm of organic consumption, individuals harboring positive sentiments
towards organic food are inclined to view the purchase of organic products as both signifi-
cant and judicious [7,10,23–29]. Research has consistently demonstrated that such favorable
attitudes can motivate consumers to form intentions to buy organic products. However,
these intentions do not invariably translate into actual purchases [12,25]. This discrepancy
uncovers a research gap, indicating uncertainty about the factors that either facilitate or
impede the purchase of organic products among individuals who profess an environmental
identity [3,7,30].

In the scholarly examination of ecological consumption, extensive literature reviews
have established the preeminence of several theoretical frameworks, notably the Theory
of Reasoned Action, the Theory of Planned Behavior, and the Theory of Consumption
Values [12,25,31–34]. These frameworks are instrumental in providing theoretical under-
pinnings for research in this field. However, a recurring theme in academic discourse is the
observed disconnect between consumers’ stated intentions and their actual behavior—a
significant knowledge gap that persists despite the comprehensive nature of these theo-
ries [7,35,36].

Academic investigations into green consumption have predominantly utilized quan-
titative methodologies, employing surveys with closed-ended questions to elicit data, a
practice that may constrain participants from fully articulating their genuine motivations,
obstacles, and perceptions regarding the purchase of green food products [18,19,36]. Fur-
thermore, reviews of the literature draw attention to the dearth of research on green product
consumption in regions like Ecuador and Peru. The studies from these countries have



Sustainability 2024, 16, 5230 3 of 16

similarly leaned on quantitative methods, predominantly relying on self-administered
questionnaires for gathering data [7,12,17,37–41]. This trend is corroborated by various
review articles that note the reliance on self-reported measures within the field of green
consumption research [25,32].

While a broad spectrum of quantitative research on green consumption has gained
recognition within the scientific community, there is a growing awareness among scholars
of the discrepancy between consumers’ stated beliefs and their actual practices [7,12,36].
This has brought to light potential inconsistencies between the professed and the practiced
behaviors of consumers [3]. Consequently, in recent years, there has been a call from some
researchers for the academic community to focus on the actual behaviors of green product
consumers to better understand this divergence [3,33,36,42,43].

The surge in research focusing on the consumption of eco-friendly and certified prod-
ucts has highlighted a discernible discrepancy between consumers’ professed intentions to
purchase such goods and their actual buying behaviors [2,7,12,17,25,44]. This disparity has
rendered the green consumer a burgeoning and significant subject of interest within the
field of marketing [7,33,36,45].

In the realm of environmental research, there is a recognized consensus regarding
the imperative to investigate the factors that truly influence purchasing behavior, with
the goal of resolving the prevalent inconsistencies observed in the consumption of green
products [3,25,36,42,43,46–48]. This points to the necessity of an in-depth comprehension
of consumer behaviors towards green products, the rationale behind their purchasing deci-
sions, and the determinants that lead to the actual consumption of organic products [36,49].

Within Latin American contexts, the consumption of organic products has gained
relevance. The growing demand for these products has sparked interest not only among
producers but also within the academic community, which has found it necessary to
conduct studies to identify the factors influencing consumers’ decisions to purchase such
products. In this regard, quantitative studies conducted in Ecuador and Peru have identified
several factors that influence purchase intentions [7,12,17,35,37,38]. However, the academic
literature has determined that it is necessary to identify the true drivers of behavior to bridge
the knowledge gaps arising from studies that use self-reported questionnaires [35,36].

To bridge the existing knowledge gap, this study aims to elucidate how millenni-
als perceive organic products and the determinants that affect their actual consumption
behaviors. Several authors have determined that millennials are the population cohort
most identified with environmental protection, which makes it necessary to continue an-
alyzing their behaviors, as this population cohort significantly contributes to the global
economy [4,12,13] and represents an influential element in the development of environ-
mentally conscious populations, paving the way for a promising market for ecological
products [15,17,37,46]. Additionally, Carrión et al. [7] determined that it is worth studying
millennials’ consumption preferences in greater depth. Furthermore, these authors also
stated that the selection of this group of individuals within a study is based on two key
factors, as follows: (a) millennials are rich sources of information about ecological products
because they have a greater concern for environmental issues, and (b) millennials are
perceived as opinion leaders and considered change agents in many communities.

Consequently, the research objectives delineated are as follows: (a) to ascertain mil-
lennials’ conceptualizations of organic products, (b) to identify intrinsic factors that drive
the purchase of organic products, (c) to uncover extrinsic factors that encourage the acqui-
sition of organic products, and (d) to determine the barriers that impede the purchase of
organic products.

Acknowledging the insights from Sharma et al. [33], who recognized the necessity
for comprehensive research to grasp the behaviors of organic product consumers, and
Nguyen and Dung [36], who recommended the use of in-depth interviews to pinpoint the
factors influencing organic product consumers, this study has implemented Grounded
Theory as its data collection method to delve into consumer behaviors. Grounded Theory
is distinguished from other methodologies for its critical role in qualitative research, fa-
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cilitating a systematic and in-depth examination of the internal and external perceptions,
experiences, and motivations of consumers, and enabling the extraction of behavioral
patterns through coding [18].

On the other hand, the quantitative academic literature has identified that health,
habits, environmental awareness, environmental knowledge, attitude, and environmental
values are intrinsic motivating factors that have influenced decisions to consume organic
products. However, the influence of these factors, as well as external factors and barriers
that impede consumption, has not been proven through interviews that explore the true
drivers of purchasing in depth. Consequently, the research questions this study seeks to
address are as follows. (a) How do millennials conceptualize organic products? (b) What
are the intrinsic factors that impact purchasing behavior related to organic products? (c)
What extrinsic factors motivate the acquisition of organic products? (d) What obstacles
impede the purchase of organic products?

The contributions of this paper are manifold. Firstly, in contrast to the predominantly
quantitative nature of prior research, this study employs a qualitative methodology to
achieve a nuanced understanding of the phenomena under investigation. Secondly, it
utilizes Grounded Theory to elucidate the factors behind purchasing behaviors. Thirdly, it
identifies several practical implications that stem from the findings. Lastly, this research
addresses the escalating environmental concerns that have intensified in recent years.

2. Materials and Methods

This study was conducted using a qualitative approach and utilized in-depth in-
terviews supported by semi-structured questionnaires. Hernández et al. [50] note that
qualitative research is characterized by its pursuit of a profound understanding of research
phenomena, taking into account the perspectives of participants within their natural en-
vironments or contexts. They explain that semi-structured interviews are informed by a
guide of topics or questions, allowing the interviewer the flexibility to introduce additional
inquiries for the purpose of clarifying concepts or gathering further details (p. 403).

This research encompassed sixteen organic product consumers from Ecuador and
sixteen from Peru, all of whom were millennials engaged in undergraduate or graduate
studies. This particular demographic was selected based on the notion, suggested by
Amalia et al. [46], that young university students tend to be more aware of and responsive
to environmental issues. Additionally, Ndofirepy and Matema [51] posited that university
students’ purchasing preferences merit scholarly attention (p. 3). Consequently, participant
selection was guided by two principal reasons, as follows: (a) students are a valuable
repository of insights regarding organic products owing to their heightened environmental
consciousness, and (b) they are often regarded as opinion leaders and pivotal drivers of
change within their communities.

The researchers communicated by email with 134 university students, previously
identified as frequent consumers of organic products through a previous study carried out
in Ecuador and Peru. Of those contacted, 38 gave their consent to participate in the current
research (19 Ecuadorians and 19 Peruvians). These participants were then invited to a
virtual meeting on Zoom, where they participated in interviews that lasted approximately
30 to 40 min each. To guide the discussions, a semi-structured questionnaire with four main
questions was used, delving into (a) the conceptualization and perception of green products,
(b) the identification of intrinsic factors that motivate purchases, (c) the identification of
extrinsic factors that encourage purchases, and (d) the identification of barriers that deter
the acquisition of green products.

The semi-structured interviews were transcribed using the Speech Notes program,
which facilitates a fluid transition from voice dictation to keyboard typing. The resulting
transcripts were analyzed using the Grounded Theory methodology, which entails the
development of hypotheses and theories through data collection and analysis by applying
inductive reasoning. This research approach enabled the formulation of key adaptable
questions to enhance the understanding of each participant’s perspective. Goulding [52]
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notes that Grounded Theory is advantageous as it allows researchers to (a) generate theories,
(b) explain behaviors, (c) refine theories, (d) apply findings in practical settings, (e) gain
insights into behaviors, (f) provide a framework for behavioral studies, and (g) identify
critical categories for verification in future research.

Initially, data coding was conducted manually. The information gathered from the
interviews was systematically categorized and coded using the following approach: (a) in-
terview segments, which involved the transcription of responses from each interview and
highlighting information crucial for subsequent coding; (b) open coding, a stage where
interview excerpts were marked with a word or brief phrase that facilitated the creation of
initial categories of meaning and the elimination of redundancies across interviews; and
(c) axial coding, where codes derived from open coding were further refined to establish
core categories (central codes) and to initiate a preliminary structuring of categories, thereby
integrating the findings with the research questions formulated for the study.

Following the initial manual coding, the interview responses were recoded using
Atlas.ti 9.0 software. For the determination of a priori categories, the codes generated
during the manual coding phase served as the foundation. Utilizing the established codes
and the code management functions of Atlas.ti 9.0, the coding process was reiterated.
This step was crucial for identifying quotations that had not been coded previously and
subsequently progressing towards the creation of semantic families or networks.

3. Results

To encompass all subpopulations of millennials, Table 1 demonstrates that the study
adopted the criteria established by previous research, which defines millennials as a cohort
starting in 1979 and ending in 2000, subdivided into three sub-cohorts [7,12,17].

Table 1. Demographic characteristics.

Population Cohort
Participants

Born
Ecuador Peru

Older millennials 7 7 35 a 44 años (1979–1988)
Mid millennials 6 7 29 a 34 años (1989–1994)

Younger millennials 6 5 23 a 28 años (1995–2000)

Total 19 19

The findings of the research were organized around four central research questions,
as follows: (a) RQ1: What are the conceptualizations that millennials hold regarding
organic products? (b) RQ2: Which intrinsic factors inspire millennials to purchase organic
products? (c) RQ3: What extrinsic factors influence millennials’ decisions to purchase
organic products? (d) RQ4: What are the barriers millennials face that inhibit the purchase
of organic products? Each of these areas yielded distinct insights, which are elaborated
upon in the sections that follow, presenting a comprehensive understanding of millennials’
perspectives and behaviors related to the consumption of organic products.

3.1. Understanding Conceptualizations of Organic Products (RQ1)

To address Research Question 1 (RQ1), participants were prompted to articulate their
personal definitions of organic products. Their responses commonly highlighted themes
associated with health, naturalness, and ecological production. To distill these perceptions
further, the respondents were asked to express two or three words that spontaneously came
to mind upon hearing the term “organic product”. Table 2 encapsulates the words provided
by the participants, along with a corresponding categorization devised by the researchers,
offering a snapshot of the associative meanings that millennials attach to organic products.
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Table 2. Analyzing the conceptualizations of organic products (RQ1) through coding.

Simple Words
Number of Mentions

Generated Codes
Ecuador Peru

Natural 14 12

1. Natural
2. Health

Chemical-free 12 14
Healthy 16 12

Nutritious 2 9
Energy 8 3

Life 1 0
Defenses 5 9

As indicated in Table 2, the coding of the conceptualizations of organic products
primarily captured references to “natural” (free from chemicals) and “health” (healthy,
nutritious, vitality, energy, and immunity). These insights are congruent with findings from
other scholars who have concluded that organic foods are perceived as products cultivated
without the use of pesticides and fertilizers and are neither synthetic nor genetically
modified [17,23,42,43,48,53].

Furthermore, these results align with researchers who assert that most consumers
regard organic food as eco-friendly, safe, healthier, more nutritious, and tastier compared to
conventional alternatives [3,32]. A similar consensus was observed among Ecuadorian and
Peruvian respondents in terms of associating organic products with being natural, devoid
of chemicals, and conducive to good health. Notably, a higher proportion of Ecuadorian par-
ticipants associate organic products with providing energy, whereas Peruvian consumers
tend to emphasize the products’ capacity to bolster the body’s defenses.

3.2. Identifying Intrinsic Motivators for Purchasing Organic Products (RQ2)

To address this research question, participants were first briefed on the nature of
intrinsic factors before being queried about the types of factors that sway them when
choosing an organic product. Their responses largely echoed the health-oriented definitions
they provided for the first research question. However, additional factors cited included
habits, environmental awareness, knowledge about environmental issues, concern for
the environment, attitudes, and personal values. Table 3 presents the words and phrases
participants associated with intrinsic factors, along with the categorization formulated by
the authors of the study.

Table 3. Analyzing the coding of intrinsic motivators for organic product purchases (RQ2).

Simple Words
Number of Mentions

Generated Codes
Ecuador Perú

Health, healthcare, health 13 11 1. Health
2. Habits
3. Environmental awareness
4. Environmental knowledge
5. Attitude
6. Environmental values

Habits 13 13
Awareness 14 15
Knowledge 13 14
Attitudes 12 11

Values 9 8

3.2.1. Health

Health is the state of complete physical, mental, and social well-being and not merely
the absence of disease or infirmity [18]. One of the predominant themes in the codification
of intrinsic factors was health-related concerns. Twenty-four participants provided answers
associating organic products with health benefits, such as improved wellness and healthcare.
It is widely acknowledged that the consumption of conventional products poses significant
risks to public health [17,43,53], thus elevating organic products as a choice for responsible
consumption in harmony with environmental stewardship.
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Research conducted by Andrade and Ayaviri [38] in Ecuador revealed that 86% of
consumers identifying with organic product consumption cited health benefits as their
main reason. These researchers posited that “the growth in demand for organic products
will be contingent upon increased recognition of their health benefits and contribution to
environmental preservation” (p. 219).

3.2.2. Habits

A habit is commonly understood as a behavior that is executed automatically in
response to a context cue developed through repeated association between the cue and
the behavior [7]. This concept emerged prominently in the responses of the twenty-six
millennial participants who reported a predisposition towards consuming environmentally
friendly products. Given the focus on college-aged millennials, the findings suggest that
this demographic shows a strong preference for organic products, a trend that is well-
documented in scholarly research [17,46,54,55].

Millennials, who constitute the largest consumer generation and are identified as
individuals born between 1979 and 2000 [12,46,53,55], are noted for their consumption
habits that favor products with environmental credentials [56]. Habits operate along an
impulsive pathway, eliciting responses swiftly and effectively, often bypassing deliberate
thought processes [57]. Such habitual behaviors are characterized by automatic and repet-
itive actions enacted without conscious planning or effort, and once internalized by an
individual, they provoke routine responses to familiar contexts [27,32].

The link between consumers and organic products has reinforced sustainable develop-
ment initiatives. Maintaining high levels of environmental awareness among consumers is
crucial for enhancing their dietary habits [6,57]. However, Wang et al. [55] have observed
that consumers’ daily behaviors tend to be more influenced by established habits and
experiences than by rational deliberation (p. 9). This view is somewhat contested by
Carrión and Arias [7], who assert that millennials’ consumption habits remain aligned with
traditional, non-organic products. Moreover, Klöckner [58] has synthesized the existing
literature on organic consumption into a comprehensive psychological model of environ-
mental behavior, proposing that habits be incorporated to bolster the model’s predictive
power. Other scholars also advocate for recognizing habits as a crucial factor in explaining
sustainable lifestyles [6,29,59,60].

3.2.3. Environmental Awareness

Environmental awareness is the understanding of and concern about the impact that
human actions have on the environment, as well as the commitment to adopting sustain-
able practices to protect and preserve natural resources and ecological balance [5,35]. This
factor emerged as the most frequently cited factor in the interviews. Certain terms, such
as environmental awareness, knowledge, and concern, were mentioned a combined total
of twenty-nine times by Ecuadorian and Peruvian millennials. This suggests a significant
trend among millennials, who have a proclivity towards organic consumption, echoing sen-
timents found within the scholarly literature. These findings align with research indicating
that current generations perceive environmental concerns associated with organic products
as personal responsibilities [10,19,61,62].

The literature recognizes that irresponsible consumption has led to a host of environ-
mental issues, including excessive waste production and pollution of water, air, and land,
along with global warming. These issues have prompted society to become more conscious
and to alter consumption habits [10,13,18]. From a sustainable development perspective,
the choice to consume organic products represents a harmonious balance between meeting
consumer demands and environmental protection, thereby fostering consumer behaviors
that elevate environmental awareness [2,7,36,62].
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3.2.4. Environmental Knowledge

Environmental knowledge is the understanding and recognition of natural processes,
environmental issues, and the interactions between humans and the environment, in-
cluding the identification of sustainable practices and solutions to address ecological
challenges [7,24]. This factor was another intrinsic factor frequently highlighted by the
interviewees. Mentioned twenty-seven times by Ecuadorian and Peruvian millennials, it
indicates that awareness of environmental issues among this cohort encourages consump-
tion behaviors that favor environmental protection. This aligns with research suggesting
that environmental knowledge is a key factor that enhances consumer awareness, enabling
them to understand the impact of human activities on the environment due to unchecked
consumption [27]. Furthermore, conscious consumption is often influenced by the extent
of a consumer’s knowledge about the environmental consequences of their consumption
choices [7,63–65].

3.2.5. Attitude

Attitude is a person’s mental and emotional disposition towards something or some-
one, which is reflected in their behavior and actions [7]. This factor was recognized as a
significant intrinsic factor influencing the consumption of organic products, highlighted
twenty-three times by millennials from Ecuador and Peru. Although “attitude” was less
frequently mentioned than other terms, it was determined to affect actual purchasing be-
havior significantly. This supports the findings of various researchers who have identified
attitude as a critical determinant of organic purchasing decisions [7,17,42].

For millennials, attitude not only reflects their environmental concerns but also serves
as an impetus for buying eco-friendly products. According to Ajzen [66], attitude comprises
two dimensions: behavioral belief, the individual’s perception of the outcomes associated
with a behavior, and outcome evaluation, the value assigned to these outcomes, be they
favorable or unfavorable. Research by Aertsens et al. [24] found a significant positive
correlation between consumer attitudes and their consumption of organic foods. Similarly,
Von Meyer et al. [67] and Prakash et al. [68] identified a direct, meaningful relationship
between attitude and purchasing behavior among German consumers. Kumar et al. [8]
suggested that a favorable attitude towards environmental and organic products mediates
the effect of environmental knowledge on purchasing decisions. Bon and Byoungho [69]
also observed in their study across the United States and China that attitudes significantly
influence buying behavior related to organic products.

Contemporary studies have further affirmed the link between pro-environmental
attitude and increased purchase intentions for organic products, revealing that the stronger
the eco-conscious attitude among millennials, the higher their inclination to purchase
organic items [7,12,18,36,46].

3.2.6. Values

The research results identified environmental values as another factor that stimulates
millennials’ purchasing behavior. Environmental values are principles and beliefs that
guide people’s actions and decisions regarding the protection and conservation of the
environment, emphasizing the importance of sustainability and respect for natural re-
sources [25]. Expressions related to values were mentioned seventeen times by Ecuadorian
and Peruvian millennials. This indicates that respect, tolerance, kindness, and solidarity
with the environment guide the actions and decisions of this group of consumers, helping to
protect the environment and improve society. This finding is supported by several scholars
who have determined that values enable consumers to protect the environment through
their purchasing behaviors [70]. Environmental values revolve around two main aspects:
conscious concern and careful use of resources [43]. Individuals with strong consumer
values are more likely to purchase organic products and demonstrate higher environmental
consciousness [71,72].
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3.2.7. Comparison of Intrinsic Factors among Ecuadorian and Peruvian Millennials

The research identified that health, habits, environmental awareness, environmental
knowledge, attitudes, and values are intrinsic factors that stimulate millennial consumers
in Ecuador and Peru to consume organic products. This indicates that there is no noticeable
difference in the factors that stimulate consumers of organic products in these two countries.

3.3. Extrinsic Factors Motivating the Purchase of Organic Products (RQ3)

To address this research question, participants were first briefed on extrinsic factors
and then asked to identify the factors that influence their choice of organic products. The
responses revealed three main factors: family influence, social influence, and COVID-19.
Table 4 presents the words mentioned by participants and the categorization developed by
the authors.

Table 4. Coding of the conceptualizations of extrinsic factors (RQ3).

Simple Words
Number of Mentions

Generated Codes
Ecuador Peru

Familiar influence: Parents, siblings, spouses 17 15 1. Subjective norms
2. COVID-19Social influence: Friends, colleagues 12 11

Risk factors: COVID-19 15 9

3.3.1. Subjective Norms

Based on the participants’ responses, it was found that thirty-two Ecuadorian and Pe-
ruvian millennials consider family influence (parents, siblings, spouses) to be a significant
factor in their environmentally conscious purchasing habits. Additionally, twenty-three
interviewees indicated that social influence (friends, coworkers, colleagues) also plays a
role in their decision to purchase organic products. These findings are supported by authors
who suggest that family or social influences can be considered subjective norms [25,46]. Sub-
jective norms, also known as social norms, refer to the influence exerted by an individual’s
environment and society on the development of specific behaviors [66]. Family members,
friends, and colleagues can influence the adoption of organic purchasing behavior [12,17].

Empirical evidence suggests a strong association between social norms and various
pro-environmental behaviors, including the purchase of organic products [12]. Addition-
ally, Carrión and Arias [7] argue that the literature on green behavior supports the idea
that subjective norms play an important role due to the social pressure exerted toward
environmentally friendly behavior. Subjective norms significantly influence organic pur-
chases in terms of normative expectations. People are motivated to buy more organic
products because their relatives also do so, and they believe that this behavior protects the
environment and contributes to the well-being of others [46].

3.3.2. COVID-19

One significant finding of this study was the impact of COVID-19 on the extrinsic
factors influencing organic purchasing behavior. Twenty-four Ecuadorian and Peruvian
millennials reported that they began or increased their consumption of organic products
due to COVID-19. They felt the need to improve their eating habits and boost their immune
systems, which led them to consume more organic products.

The literature on the influence of COVID-19 on organic consumption is still limited.
While several authors have included COVID-19 as a variable in their research on organic
consumption, their findings suggest that consumers began or increased their consumption
of organic products as a measure to protect themselves from COVID-19 infection [7,18,30].
According to Su et al. [59], COVID-19 was a human catastrophe that affected people
emotionally and prompted them to reassess their consumption habits to boost their immune
systems. This epidemic shocked consumers, motivating them to improve their consumption
patterns to mitigate the health effects of the virus [73,74].
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3.3.3. Comparison of the Extrinsic Factors of Ecuadorian and Peruvian Millennials

The interview results revealed that family and social influences have a comparable
impact on Ecuadorian and Peruvian millennials. This suggests that subjective norms play a
role in influencing the purchasing behavior of organic product consumers in these countries,
particularly through family influence. Additionally, COVID-19 emerged as an extrinsic
factor driving the consumption of organic products to enhance immune defenses, a factor
that had a stronger influence on Ecuadorian millennials.

3.4. Barriers to Purchasing Organic Products (RQ4)

To address this research question, participants were briefed on the concept of purchase
barriers and asked to identify any obstacles that occasionally deterred them from purchas-
ing organic products. The responses were categorized into three main barriers: high prices,
availability, and skepticism. Table 5 presents the words mentioned by the participants and
the categorization developed by the authors.

Table 5. Barriers coding for purchasing organic products (RQ4).

Simple Words
Number of Mentions

Generated Codes
Ecuador Perú

Prices 15 14

1. Prices
2. Availability
3. Skepticism

Costs 3 2
Monetary values 2 3
Lack of products 13 10

Shortage of products 2 3
Doubt 5 1

Certifications 11 5
Product appearance

Distrust
1
0

3
2

3.4.1. Prices

The high prices of organic products are considered barriers to purchasing them. Thirty-
nine Ecuadorian and Peruvian millennials mentioned that price, or its synonyms, such
as costs and monetary values, sometimes prevented them from buying organic products.
Price is a factor widely recognized by the academic community as a hindrance to purchase
behavior [17,25,36]. The increase in prices of organic products is due to the fact that they do
not use chemical elements to accelerate their production phase, which results in reduced
production and, consequently, higher prices [7]. According to the Agricultural Market
Consulting Firm of Ecuador, fruits, vegetables, greens, and meats cost between 15% and
20% more compared to traditional products of the same type.

According to Nguyen et al. [36], despite consumers’ environmental concerns, they
may not engage in green purchasing behavior due to perceived barriers. Although the
literature indicates that millennials are willing to pay more for environmentally friendly
products [54], other authors suggest that one of the factors preventing green consumption
is the price of the products [7,25,44].

3.4.2. Availability

Another barrier reported by participants was the availability of organic products in
the market. Twenty-eight Ecuadorian and Peruvian millennials mentioned that availability,
or its synonyms, such as lack of products or shortage of products, sometimes prevented
them from buying organic products. According to the interviewees, they sometimes intend
to buy a specific organic product, but the shortage of this product in the markets forces
them to purchase traditional products. This supports the findings of Carrión and Arias [12],
who determined that availability is one of the factors that hinders the intention to buy
organic products and leads millennials to continue consuming traditional products.
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Some studies have defined availability as one of the deterrent factors for the selection
of organic products, creating a gap in consumer behavior [7,17]. Even when consumers are
highly motivated to buy organic products, product availability remains a barrier to their
purchase [25]. On the other hand, Witsel and Agaard [75] found that the availability of
organic food in a store serves as an incentive for the initial purchase, which also significantly
influences repeat purchases of such products. Sillani and Nassivera [76] also highlighted
that the availability of organic products and food is an important factor that can explain
pro-environmental behavior towards vegetables.

3.4.3. Skepticism

The study revealed that twenty-eight Ecuadorian and Peruvian millennials identified
skepticism, or its synonyms, such as doubts, certifications, product appearances, and
distrust, as barriers that sometimes prevented them from buying organic products. This
suggests that millennials are skeptical towards products claiming to be organic, which
creates resistance and limits their consumption of such products.

Skepticism is defined as a cognitive response that varies based on the context and con-
tent of communication and is sometimes exhibited by consumers [17]. Skeptical consumers
may unknowingly forego the opportunity to contribute to environmental preservation
by purchasing genuinely organic products [21,36]. Despite having a clear understanding
of the benefits of eco-friendly products, organic consumers are sometimes deterred from
purchasing them due to skepticism about specific products [7,77].

Environmental labels are frequently used by governments and marketing specialists
to promote the identification of organic products (See Appendix B). Eco-labels have thus
become a means through which companies communicate the environmental quality of their
products to consumers [71]. However, the limited acceptance of the term “environmental
truth” among consumers has led to widespread skepticism regarding the promotion of
organic products [17,21].

3.4.4. Comparison of the Barriers Hindering the Purchase of Organic Products by
Ecuadorian and Peruvian Millennials

The results indicated that price and product availability are factors that occasionally
prevent consumers from buying organic products, affecting Ecuadorian and Peruvian mil-
lennials similarly. Additionally, skepticism was found to influence consumers in restraining
their intentions to purchase organic products, thereby hindering the motivation to buy
such products due to the distrust they generate. This situation is more prevalent among
Ecuadorian millennials.

4. Discussion

Considering that studies on the consumption of organic products by college millennials
are scarce in developing countries, the results of this study are significant. The data collected
support several key findings.

First, the definitions given to organic products focus on them being healthy products
developed with natural raw materials and without chemical intervention. These definitions
align with previous authors who defined organic products as foods grown naturally without
chemicals that are safe and healthy for consumers [12,36].

Second, concerning intrinsic factors, the findings indicate that factors motivating
Ecuadorian and Peruvian college millennials to consume organic products include health,
habits, environmental awareness, and environmental knowledge. These findings are consis-
tent with other researchers’, who found that consumers purchase these products for health
reasons [6,38,55,57], habits [6,56], awareness [19,60–62], and knowledge [27,63–65]. Addi-
tional research supports the other two intrinsic factors (attitudes and values), indicating that
attitude is a significant predictor influencing organic purchasing behavior [7,17,36,42,46]
and that consumer values increase the willingness to buy organic products [43,71,72].
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Third, regarding extrinsic factors, the findings indicate that subjective norms are
factors influencing the consumption behavior of organic products among Ecuadorian
and Peruvian millennials. In other words, family and the social environment influence
purchasing behavior. These findings are supported by the academic literature, which
found family members, friends, and colleagues influence the consumption of organic
products [7,9,17,42]. Moreover, an interesting finding is the effect that COVID-19 had on
the increased consumption of organic products. Participants stated that they engaged in
this purchasing behavior to improve their body’s defenses and to have minor effects in case
of contracting the virus. This finding aligns with a study by Qi et al. [18], which found that
the consumption of organic products by Chinese consumers increased after the emergence
of COVID-19. The results also support the assumptions of Carrión and Arias [7], who
determined that COVID-19 may have been one of the factors influencing the increase in
real consumers of organic products.

Lastly, it was determined that price, availability, and skepticism are occasional barriers
to buying organic products for college millennials in Ecuador and Peru. These findings
are similar to research conducted in other countries, where consumers see these barriers as
impediments to moving from purchase intent to actual purchase [7,12,17,75].

5. Conclusions

This qualitative study focused on university millennials in Ecuador and Peru to
identify the underlying influences on their preferences for buying organic food. The
study found that consumers in these countries share similarities in their behavioral traits,
except for the skepticism factor, where Ecuadorian millennials appear to be more skeptical
than Peruvians.

From the results, the authors identified intrinsic factors that influence the consump-
tion of green products, including environmental awareness, attitude, habits, and health.
Extrinsic factors that stimulate college millennials to consume these products are family,
co-workers, and friends. The presence of COVID-19 was also found to influence the con-
sumption of organic products, as consumers sought to improve their immune system and
increase their body’s defenses.

Despite the intention to support the environment and consume healthier products,
the price factor continues to be a barrier to purchasing organic products. The economic
situation of consumers forces them to buy products according to their income. Availability
is another factor preventing the actual purchase of organic products, as many participants
stated that there is a lack of diversity of organic food in grocery stores. Additionally,
skepticism about organic products sometimes leads consumers to reject them in favor
of conventional ones, highlighting credibility as another factor affecting the purchase of
organic products.

This study provides theoretical, practical, and social implications. Theoretical implica-
tions include empirical support for factors influencing the actual purchasing behavior of
consumers of organic products. Practical implications suggest that companies in the organic
food production industry in Ecuador and Peru should adapt their marketing strategies to
offer a diversity of organic products, adjust pricing strategies, and improve communication
to reduce consumer skepticism. From a social perspective, the study emphasizes the impor-
tance of raising awareness about environmental impact and encouraging environmentally
friendly purchasing behavior.

This study is one of the first investigations in Ecuador and Peru to use Grounded
Theory to determine influencing factors and barriers to the purchase behavior of organic
products among millennials. Despite the significant findings discovered in the study, it
is essential to note that one of the limitations of the research was the sample size. Any
study conducted with small groups of people affects the ability to generalize the results.
Therefore, there are still gaps that need to be considered by other researchers, such as
exploring the behaviors of other age groups and using qualitative research methods to
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explore consumer values in greater depth. Future research should also propose research
models that seek to generalize behaviors through quantitative research.
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Appendix A

Research questions

(a) How do you define organic products?
(b) What are the intrinsic factors that influence your organic purchasing behaviour?
(c) What are the extrinsic factors that influence your organic purchasing behaviour?
(d) What are the barriers that prevent you from buying organic products?
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