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When food governance matters to consumer food choice: Consumer perception of and

preference for food quality certifications.
Abstract

Food quality certifications have been widely promoted for sustainable goals and
addressing consumers’ increasing concern for food safety. However, these mechanisms
have achieved varied success in practice. Prior research notes the importance of
certification and certifying agencies in making tangible an invisible process to build
consumer trust in certified food. What we have yet to understand is if and how perceived
trustworthiness of food actors, such as growers and retailers in that process, influences
consumers’ trust in food certification and their food choices. To extend the literature on
food certification in a complex network environment, we examined consumer trust in
three food certification schemes which represent two types (community-based versus
third-party), two certification origins (international versus domestic), and two
certification standards (organic versus Good Agricultural Practice or GAP). Data were
collected via in-depth interviews with 27 participants in Vietnam. These participants have
similar awareness of, access to and capability to afford organic food but differ in their
food choice. This is the first study exploring consumers’ perceptions of community-based
certification in comparison with other third-party certifications in the same market. Our
study shows that the variation in consumer trust in certifications depends on their
perceived trustworthiness of the food system and its actors to deliver certified food.
Findings reveal that the higher the level of trust in the certification, the lower the need
for trust in food actors. Conversely, the lower the level of trust in the system, the higher
the need for trust in food actors. Importantly, food chain governance, the mechanisms
linking growers to retailers, increase consumers’ trust in certified food. The study
proposes two food governance frameworks to improve consumer trust in certification

schemes in developing countries.

Key words: consumer trust, food chain governance, food certification, food choice
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1. Introduction

Food certification is becoming more commonplace (Bailey & Garforth, 2014; Tran & Goto,
2019; Veldstra, Alexander, & Marshall, 2014). Organic certification, in particular, is not
only becoming increasingly important in industrialised nations (Janssen & Hamm, 2014;
Mosier & Thilmany, 2016; Sirieix, Delanchy, Remaud, Zepeda, & Gurviez, 2013) but also
in less developed countries where approximately 80% of the world's population, including
a growing number of middle-class consumers, is located (United Nations, 2019). Reasons
for increasing adoption of organic certification in developing countries include
consumers’ concerns about climate change, social issues, and food safety (Mergenthaler,
Weinberger, & Qaim, 2009; Narrod et al., 2009; Tran & Goto, 2019). Despite this trend,
these mechanisms have achieved varied success in practice (Janssen & Hamm, 2012;
Thggersen, Pedersen, & Aschemann-Witzel, 2019; Truong, Conroy, & Lang, 2021; Wu, Yin,
Xu, & Zhu, 2014). A better understanding of how consumers perceive different types of
food certification could help policymakers and the food industry identify determinants of

the success of the food certification.

Global modern food systems with long supply chains have increased the gap between
producers and consumers, and consequently, reduced consumers’ knowledge and
control of food production (Kjeernes, 2012; Meyer, Coveney, Henderson, Ward, & Taylor,
2012). Based on the level of information available at the point of purchase, a quality can
be classified into search, experience, and credence attributes (P. Nelson, 1970). Process-
oriented quality such as in organic food, has been referred to as a credence attribute in
the literature (Caswell, Noelke, & Mojduszka, 2002; Grunert, Bredahl, & Brunsg, 2004),
which neither the buyer nor external institutions are able to verify through laboratory

analysis of the end product.

Certification schemes are designed to reverse this process by increasing consumers’
knowledge of the food production process. Certification is an explicit and formal process
to validate that a product has met certified standards (Starr & Brodie, 2016). It provides
visible and salient information enabling an invisible process to gain credibility (Darnall, Ji,
& Vazquez-Brust, 2018). In other words, certification is a symbol of intangible attributes.
As a result, certification schemes are gaining popularity as a food chain governance tool

(Hatanaka, Bain, & Busch, 2005; Veldstra et al., 2014) and a consumer policy tool (Golan,
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Kuchler, Mitchell, Greene, & Jessup, 2001; Janssen & Hamm, 2011; Thggersen et al.,
2019). There are different types of certifications that certify food based on different
standards. For example, organic certifications and GAP are granted to food produced
following organic and GAP standards, respectively. Certifications also are different in their
operational process (such as community-based versus third-party certifications) or origins
(such as domestic versus international certifications). Regardless of standards,
operational process and origins, the main purpose of certifications is to differentiate
certified food from conventional food, providing evidence for authentic products and
assisting consumer food choice. Therefore, the certification system assures the
functioning of organic food, as evidently shown in organic food market research
(Albersmeier, Schulze, Jahn, & Spiller, 2009; Deaton, 2004; Jahn, Schramm, & Spiller,
2005).

Much is known about the effects of certification schemes and the central importance of
trust. Several studies have found a positive relationship between consumer purchase
decisions and organic product labelling (Chang & Kinnucan, 1991; Yiridoe, Bonti-
Ankomah, & Martin, 2005). However, the influence of information provided through food
certification and labelling on consumers’ choices largely depends on their knowledge of
the certification systems, and their trust in the certification process (Lassoued & Hobbs,
2015; Loebnitz & Aschemann-Witzel, 2016). A number of studies suggest consumers tend
to be sceptical towards green product claims (Bray, Johns, & Kilburn, 2011; D’Souza,
Taghian, Lamb, & Peretiatko, 2007), including organic food (Aarset et al., 2004; Janssen &
Hamm, 2012; Vermeir & Verbeke, 2006). Other studies suggest consumer trust in a
certification system influence their trust in organic food (Golan et al., 2001; Jahn et al.,
2005; Janssen & Hamm, 2011, 2012). Consumers’ perceptions of different organic logos
has also featured in certain studies (Eden, Bear, & Walker, 2008; Gerrard, Janssen, Smith,
Hamm, & Padel, 2013; Van Loo, Caputo, Nayga Jr, & Verbeke, 2014). Others have
compared private and government certifications (Janssen & Hamm, 2014; Uysal et al.,
2013), and, international and domestic certifications (Barrett, Browne, Harris, & Cadoret,
2002; Janssen & Hamm, 2011; Nuttavuthisit & Thggersen, 2017; Thggersen et al., 2019)
to understand which type of certification is trusted more by consumers under which
circumstances. These findings provide useful and important insights into consumer

perception and trust in certifications.
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However, there are two gaps in our understanding of how organic certifications work that
are worth exploring. First, most of the studies focus on the physical appearance of
certification logos, emphasising the role of certification agencies or overseeing
organisations (Gerrard et al., 2013; Janssen & Hamm, 2014; Uysal et al., 2013). Only a few
studies have considered labelling more broadly than as a direct message or logo such as
labelling forming judgement of food chain actors (Tonkin, Webb, Coveney, Meyer, &
Wilson, 2016), an impression of a food system (Van Rijswijk, Frewer, Menozzi, & Faioli,
2008) or a representation of a food system (Truong, Lang, & Conroy, 2021). Recent
research also shows that trust in certified food depends on the interaction between trust
in the whole food system and trust in actors in that system (Truong, Conroy, et al., 2021).
However, the roles of other food actors i.e., growers and retailers, particularly the
coordination among them in the delivery of certified food, have not been explored across
certification types. Their roles and responsibilities in the certification process might be
very different depending how the certification system operationalises. To better
understand the success of different certification types, it is important to understand
consumer trust in food more fully because these actors are directly involved in the food
production process and deliver certified food to consumers. While certification aims to
explicitly guarantee the standard, food production is a process and certification is a part
of that process. Therefore, it is essential to understand if and how perceived
trustworthiness of food actors and the way they operate in particular certification system
influences consumers trust in food certification.

The second gap this study addresses is that consumer trust studies have typically focused
on third-party certifications, leaving other alternative certification schemes such as
Participatory Guarantee System (PGS) unexplored. While third-party certification has
gained popularity in developed organic markets (Darnall et al., 2018; Hatanaka et al.,
2005), PGS is a more feasible certification scheme for smallholder farmers in developing
countries who own very small farms and are less able to afford the high cost of third-party
certifications (Kaufmann & Vogl, 2018; Sacchi, Caputo, & Nayga, 2015). A few exceptions
are studies investigating the demographic profile of buyers of PGS (Sacchi et al., 2015).
This lack of studies is surprising because PGS has been promoted and internationally
recognised by the International Federation of Organic Agriculture Movements (IFOAM)

and operates in more than 76 countries worldwide. Literature has investigated the
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operation and benefits of PGS from institutional and production perspectives (Home,
Bouagnimbeck, Ugas, Arbenz, & Stolze, 2017; Kaufmann & Vogl, 2018; E. Nelson, Tovar,
Rindermann, & Cruz, 2010), however, little has been done to explore this emerging
phenomenon from the consumer perspectives. The literature's current focus on third-
party certification only allows a partial understanding of how consumers respond to
certification schemes. Specifically, this creates three gaps in our understanding. First, we
do not know how consumers perceive and respond to PGS certification schemes. Second,
we do not know how consumers compare different certifications that operate in the same
market. Third, it is unknown whether the existence of PGS may influence consumers’
perceptions of certification in general and individual schemes in particular. Figure 1
provides a summary of the relevant key literature and what gaps the present study fills.

Figure 1. Literature on consumer perceptions of organic certifications

Certification Certification agencies Standards Certification
types schemes
International-
) third party
) ' certification
) Private/ International/ |[,| International/
Third-party .
Government Domestic ' Domestic ] .
. Domestic- third
' party
! certification
Eden et al., Janssen & Janssen & Hamn’{, 2011; Barrett

2008; Gerrard
etal, 2013;

Hamm, 2014;
Karahan Uysal

etal.,, 2002; ThﬂQersen etal,
2019; Nuttavuthilsit &

etal., 2013 Thggersen, 2017
i International/ Domestic
Community- Private Domestic : Domestic mmm), | community-
based ! based
certification
This This
study study

As shown in Figure 1, the literature has studied third party certification systems which
involve government and private agencies; international and domestic agencies; and
international and domestic standards. This study adds to the extant literature by including
community-based certification systems and directly compares international-third party
certification; domestic third-party certification and domestic community-based

certification. Comparing these different certification schemes is appropriate because this
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study aims to investigate consumers’ perceptions of the certification of a process, not the

certification of a product.

In summary, what the literature on food certification has not considered thus far is (i) if
and how perceived trustworthiness of food actors i.e., growers, retailers and their
coordination across different types of certifications, influence consumer trust in food
certification and (ii) consumers’ perception of community-based -certification in
comparison with other third-party certifications in the same market (Figure 1). To fill
these gaps, we conducted a qualitative study of consumer perceptions of three different

certification schemes, which leads to the following research questions:

1. Whatis the level of consumer trust in three fundamentally different certification
schemes (international and domestic, third-party certification and community-
based) and their consumption behaviour of food products using these schemes?

2. What factors influence consumers trust in the three certification schemes and

their food choice?

The remainder of this paper consists of four sections. The next section (Section 2)
presents the theoretical framework, which is followed by a description of the methods
and research context (Section 3) and reporting of the results (Section 4) of this study.
Section 5 discusses the variations in consumers’ perceptions of the three different
certifications schemes. The discussion also presents indicators of trustworthiness of food
actors, particularly retailers such as food stores and supermarkets, that participants use
to form judgements on each certification. Finally, Section 6 discusses the practical
implications of our results for increasing consumer trust in food safety by proposing two

food chain governance frameworks to reconnect consumers with food production.
2. Theoretical framework
Social theory of trust

This paper utilises the social theory of trust as a theoretical framework to understand
trust and the dimensions of trust in different certification schemes (Giddens, 1990; Lewis
& Weigert, 1985; Luhmann, 1979; Mollering, 2006). Sociologists classify trust into broad

categories such as institutional or system trust (e.g., trust in a regulatory system) and
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generalised trust or interpersonal trust (trust in others) (Bachmann & Inkpen, 2011;
Giddens, 1990; Luhmann, 1979; McKnight & Chervany, 2006; Rousseau, Sitkin, Burt, &
Camerer, 1998). Trust is seen as multidimensional: “It has distinct cognitive, emotional
and behavioural dimensions which are merged into a unitary social experience” (Lewis &
Weigert, 1985, p. 969). This perspective emphasises trust as a social concept and
therefore it can be strengthened or weakened through social interaction. Trust at
different social levels (system, organisations, individuals) is interrelated (Giddens, 1990).
In the food context, trust depends on the functioning of complex interrelations and
interdependence between public regulations, civil society and public discourse (Kjaernes,
2006). Applying the social perspective of trust to the food consumption context, makes it
possible to examine trust in certification through trust indicators of the food system and
its actors (growers, retailers, etc.) because consumers interact directly with food
provision and indirectly with other food actors when they purchase food (Kjaernes, 2006).

Dimensions of trust

Literature also provides insights into dimensions of trust which are indicators of
trustworthiness (Barber, 1983; Mollering, 2006). Two prominent dimensions of trust are
competence (Barber, 1983; Metlay, 1999) and the affective or honesty dimension (e.g.,
openness, reliability, integrity, credibility, and caring of trustees) (Metlay, 1999). The
affective dimension is also termed as fiduciary obligation (e.g., ethical and moral
character of social interactions) (Barber, 1983). Other scholars term competence and
honesty as general trust and add accountability as another dimension (Frewer, Howard,
Hedderley, & Shepherd, 1996; Poortinga & Pidgeon, 2003). Food research found
empirically that indicators of competence and affective dimensions (openness and care)
determine trust in food systems (De Jonge, Van Trijp, Jan Renes, & Frewer, 2007; Sapp et
al., 2009). This paper therefore uses two main dimensions, namely competence and
honesty (Metlay, 1999), as guiding concepts to explore trust dimensions in certification

schemes.
3. Methodology

3.1 Research context
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We chose Vietnam, a developing country, as a research context for its emerging markets
for certified food, dynamic food market structure and particularly the presence of
different types of food certification in the fresh produce markets. The government and
the food industry has been adopted food certifications to address food safety which is
considered a major concern of Vietnamese people. Vietnam’s Ministry of Health statistics
indicate that between 2011 and 2016, an average of 669,000 people per year were
impacted by foodborne diseases (National Assembly Supervision Delegation, 2017).
Foodborne diseases are estimated to cost Vietnam an annual productivity loss of US$740
million and the medical costs of treating foodborne disease is an additional US$200
million per year (World Bank, 2019). Unsurprisingly, “Vietnam is likely the only country in
the world where such a large number of citizens rank food safety the number one social
concern” (World Bank, 2019, p. 61). Despite high anxiety around food safety, consumers
are not able to measure food risks by themselves and have to rely on authority figures,
such as government agencies or expert organisations who can issue certifications, to
provide information. Certifications or labels therefore might work as a proxy for more

complex information such as production process and food safety assurance (Eden, 2011).

Another driver for the increasing adoption of organic certification in Vietnam is the
increasing demand for high quality food. This demand is rapidly growing as a result of (i)
food safety concerns associated with the long history of overusing agro-chemicals in
agricultural production (Mergenthaler et al., 2009; Nguyen, 2017), (ii) wealthier and
urbanised consumers (World Bank, 2019), and (iii) the rapid expansion of modern retail
markets in Vietham (Wertheim-Heck & Raneri, 2019; Wertheim-Heck, Vellema, &
Spaargaren, 2015; World Bank, 2017, 2019). In urban areas, income gains have resulted
in dietary shifts from mainly rice consumption to mainly fresh food such as meat and
vegetables. Expenditure on fresh food now accounts for two thirds of consumer food
expenses (World Bank, 2019). These trends represent opportunities for Vietnamese high
quality fresh produce. The food industry, therefore, has used quality certifications as a
quality signal to attract consumers in this growing market. Certified fresh produce, once
found only in the margins of the food market, is becoming an increasingly visible element
in retailers’ offerings. In Vietnamese domestic food markets, there are different

certification qualifications, such as international third-party certifications (EU, USDA),
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domestic third-party certifications (VietGAP), and domestic community-based
certifications (PGS (Appendix 2)). While these certifications (EU, USDA, VietGAP, PGS) are
farming practice certifications, VietGAP certifies Good Agriculture Practice (GAP) and
differentiates itself from organic (EU, USDA and PGS) by allowing the use of chemical

inputs in production according to national standards.

Despite the increase in certification, certified foods only make up a small slice of the
Vietnamese market compared with conventional, uncertified food. Approximately 95%
of grocery retail sales nationwide took place in traditional outlets which sell conventional
fresh produces including meat, vegetables, meats and eggs (Wertheim-Heck et al., 2015;
World Bank, 2019). These facts present policymakers and the food industry with a
challenging issue: The supplying of food certified as safe and organic has so far failed to
match increasing demand for safe food among Vietnamese consumers. Literature has
documented the reluctance of consumers to switch to high quality food such as organic,
even if they have a positive attitude and intention to buy these foods. The barriers of
actual purchasing behaviour include lack of awareness and knowledge, lack of availability,
and high price (Bryta, 2016; Hasimu, Marchesini, & Canavari, 2017; Janssen, 2018).
However, these studies allow a partial understanding of how general consumers respond
to certification. Little is known about the influence of certification on consumer food
choice when these barriers of purchasing are relaxed. In other words, it is currently
unknown how a specific group of consumers who have demand for and are capable of
purchasing certified foods make a decision whether or not to purchase the food. We also
do not know what role certification plays in consumer decision making for different
groups of consumers. In this study, therefore, we purposely selected participants from
comparable backgrounds in terms of awareness of organic vegetables, and the
affordability and accessibility of organic vegetables. Importantly, their food choices vary,
with some participants switched to purchasing certified food, while others did not. This
allowed us to explore the influences on consumer perceptions of food certifications and
how these perceptions affect their actual food choice if direct barriers of purchasing are
not present. In doing so, we extend research on food certification by showing how food
certification does not transfer farming information to consumers in a linear way. Instead

the influences are different even among a group with comparable backgrounds. More
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importantly, we identify different factors that positively and negatively affect consumer
perceptions of food certification and behaviour. Insights provided by this study will assist
policymakers and the food industry in improving the regulation and communication of

food certification schemes.
3.1 Research design

Given the large number of quantitative studies investigating influence of trust in
certification on consumer’s willingness to pay for organic food (Ha, Shakur, & Pham Do,
2019; Teuber, Dolgopolova, & Nordstrom, 2016; Van Loo, Caputo, Nayga, Meullenet, &
Ricke, 2011; Yu, Gao, & Zeng, 2014) and the absence of prior research regarding
community-based certification, an exploratory, qualitative study was considered most

appropriate.

This study used three data collection methods, two preliminary and one main data
collection method (Table 1), which will be explained in more detail below. In-depth, semi-
structured interviews were used as the main data collection method. These were used to
understand participants’ interpretation of their lived experience (Minichiello, Aroni, &

Hays, 2008).
3.2 Sampling considerations

As is typical with qualitative research, relevance was more important than randomness
and representativeness (Popay, Rogers, & Williams, 1998). Therefore, the aim of this
study was not to obtain a representative sample of the population but to find suitable
participants to answer the research questions. This study, therefore, used purposive
sampling techniques to attract participants who have knowledge of all three certification
schemes examined in order to identify information rich participants (Patton, 2002;
Sandelowski, 1995; Suri, 2011). Sampling via relevance is an important condition for this
study to ensure that participants have the type of knowledge needed to “understand the
structure and processes within which the individuals or situation are located” (Popay et
al., 1998, p. 348). To be selected for this study, participants had to fulfil the following
criteria (i): awareness of the different certification schemes, having access to purchase
food that is certified by the different certification schemes, and the ability to afford to

purchase vegetables certified with these schemes; and (ii) their current food choice:
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buyers of certified food or non-buyers of certified food. Access to certified food is used
as one of criterion because certified food is not available in all shopping locations (e.g.,

supermarkets, special food stores, traditional wet markets).
3.3 Data collection

Data for all three stages of this study were collected by a female researcher who is a
native speaker of Vietnamese to ensure cultural appropriateness (Patton, 1980; Twinn,
1997) and the required understanding of the food context in Vietnam and its various

certification schemes.

Table 1. Data collection

Tasks Methods Aim

Pilot study Focus group (N=8) Understand the complexity surrounding food choice,
food labels available in the market. Findings were
used to design interview guide.

Data Online Select participants for in-depth interviews
collection  survey*(N=108)

Data In-depth Understand consumer perception of different
collection Interviews (N=27) certification schemes

*Survey questions are listed in Appendix 1

Firstly, a focus group was conducted with eight Vietnamese participants who are the
primary grocery buyers in their households to discuss their current food choices and
opinions about food in general. An online Facebook advertisement was used to recruit
participants. Thematic-based framework analysis was used to analyse the data (Krueger
& Casey, 2014; Rabiee, 2004). Findings from the focus group were used to inform the

main data collection and to design the interview guide.

Secondly, in Vietham we used an online screening survey to select participants for the in-
depth interviews. The survey link was distributed through different organic food stores’
Facebook pages. In addition, the first author contacted different organic food stores to
get access to their regular organic buyers through customer lists in order to send out
invitations. Among 108 participants who completed the screening survey, 27 participants
were invited for personal interviews. To select the most relevant participants for the

interviews, participants had to satisfy four conditions from the screening survey: (i) they

11
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are the main grocery shoppers for their families, (ii) they are aware of different
certification schemes, (iii) certified vegetables are affordable to them, and (iv) certified

vegetables are accessible to them.

Next, in-depth, face to-face, semi-structured interviews were used to collect the main
data for this study. Interviews were conducted in Hanoi, Vietnam and ranged from 60 to
90 minutes. The sample was diverse in term of age (ranging from 22 to 58 years with an
average age of 35 years), shopping channels (online, offline), shopping place (single store,
multiple stores), shopping for children (yes/no), and purchasing frequency of certified

food (regular, occasional and non- buyers of certified food).

Participants’ basic demographic information is presented in Table 2, utilising pseudonyms
to ensure anonymity. Most of the participants (25 out of 27) were female because of the
cultural norm that women are the main grocery shoppers in Vietnam (Speece & Huong,
2002). Also, most of the participants (23/27 participants) bought vegetables for
household consumption. Participants’ information on food choice (current baskets) and
frequency of buying certified vegetables, were based on their responses during

interviews.

Table 2. Participant Characteristics

Frequency Type of certified | Participant | Age | Gender | Shopping location Shop for | Shop for
of purchase | vegetables children | family
certified
vegetables
Tung 39 M Single store N N
Thuy 34 | F Variety of stores Y Y
Regular GAP Thuyen 30 F Variety of stores Y Y
Viet 33 F Variety of stores Y Y
Lananh 32 F Variety of stores Y Y
PGS May 47 F Single store Y Y
PGS Na 40 F Single online store | Y Y
Regular USDA/EU Lan 22 | M Single store N Y
PGS Tan 58 F Single store Y Y
PGS Ngan 27 F Single online store | N Y
PGS Han 27 F Single store N Y

12
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USDA/EU Hanh 26 Variety of stores N Y
USDA/EU Anh 33 Variety of stores Y Y
USDA/EU Hoan 34 Variety of stores Y Y
PGS Hong 36 Variety of stores Y Y
GAP, USDA, PGS Hoang 29 Variety of stores Y Y
GAP, USDA, PGS An 35 Variety of stores Y Y
Occasionally GAP, PGS Thoa 56 Variety of stores N Y
GAP, USDA, PGS Huong 32 Single store Y Y
GAP, USDA, PGS Hang 23 Single store N N
GAP, USDA, PGS Thuong 26 Single store N N
Non-certified Tran 35 Variety of stores N N
Non-certified Oanh 43 Variety of stores Y Y
Rarely Non-certified Chien 39 Variety of stores Y Y
Non-certified Hien 36 Variety of stores Y Y
Non-certified Lien 37 Variety of stores Y Y
Non-certified Quynh 36 Variety of stores Y Y

To ensure relevance and realism in the interviews, eight real packages of different

certified vegetables available in the market were used as prompts during the interviews.

These represented the key certification schemes: international third-party certification

(EU, USDA), domestic third-party certification (VietGAP), domestic community-based

certification (PGS) and non-certified vegetables (Table 3). When appropriate, interviews

took place at participants’ homes, and photos of food storages such as the fridge were

taken with participants’ permission as supporting context. Participants were reimbursed

for their time through a grocery voucher with the equivalent value of approximately

US$15.00.

13




348  Table 3. Certifications schemes for vegetable in Vietnam and real packages
Real packages used in interviews Certification schemes Certifiers
Packages with EU/USDA logo International third-party | USDA/EU-
i | b : certification accredited
' certifying agents
Domestic third-party | Vietnamese
certification government’s
accredited
certifying agents
Domestic community- | PGS internal
based certification committee
Packages with no certification Vegetables  with no | No certification
certifications agency
349
350
351
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3.4 Data analysis

All interviews were audio-taped, transcribed, translated into English (to allow for greater
participation of other members of the research team), and analysed using NVivo 11. Each
interview was summarised, content-coded and linked with guiding concepts: competence
and honesty (see ‘Theoretical framework’ section). In this way, empirical data were
integrated with theory and emerging themes were used to structure the results (Layder,
1998). Open-coding was used for initial coding to identify concepts and axial coding was
used later to link concepts (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Codes were refined through
interrogating each individual code for uniqueness and merging, nesting as appropriate
(Saldafia, 2015). There was overall agreement on the coding and emerging themes among
the three authors. Major themes were trust in the food system and food chain actors i.e.
growers, retailers in delivering certified food, and indicators of competence and honesty

of the food system and food actors.
4. Findings

The findings are presented in two sections. First, we present similarities and differences
in consumer trust between international and domestic certifications and between third-
party and community-based certifications. Second, we identify factors that positively or

negatively affect trust in certification, i.e. dimensions of trust.
4.1 RQ 1. Comparison of consumer trust among certification schemes

When presented with real vegetable packages (Table 3), participants appeared to be
aware of all certification labels. Regardless of certification schemes, participants’
judgement of food certification was associated with their perceptions of standards, farm
inspections, management of counterfeits and prosecution for violation. In other words,
consumer perception of certification depends on how the system operates to deliver the
food with certified standards. The following section presents consumer trust in different
schemes, comparing international versus domestic and third-party versus community-

based certification.
4.1.1 RQ 1a. Differences in consumer trust in certification schemes

International certification versus domestic certification
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Most participants perceived international certificates (e.g. EU or USDA) to have ‘higher’
standards due to country-of-origin effects particularly associated with economic
development and international recognition. Lan said: ‘USDA is hard to get because
organic standards are higher and stricter when it comes to the United States which is a
well-developed economy. Our domestic level of safe food would not be accepted in their
market’. Participants also linked the credibility of international certification with its
recognition by other countries because it indicates an objective and independent
reference, ‘their organic standards (EU and USDA) are recognised by other countries’

(Hoan).

However, this country-of-origin effect was diminished through another factor: inspection
procedures. Many participants were concerned about the frequency of inspections when
staff are from overseas: ‘international staff only come and perform inspections once a
year. | wonder how growers follow the standards during the remaining time’ (Than).
Conversely, domestic certification was perceived more favourably because ‘domestic

certifications such as PGS, they inspect more regularly because people are on-site’ (Han).

Most of the participants perceived international certification agencies, such as EU or
USDA as having more competence in term of expertise and experience. Tung expressed
that: ‘organic farming is still new in Vietnam while it has been developed in other more
developed countries. | suppose they should have more experience in doing organic than
us, so do their inspection procedure and staff’ (Tung). Some participants thought
international certification agencies might have higher profit incentives due to higher
certification costs. ‘There are certification agents actually enthusiastic about doing
organic farming, they only certify operations that meet USDA standard, they do a proper
job. However, a few agents work for benefits, the more they certified, the more fees they

get paid’ (Han).

Interestingly, high certification cost was perceived as an indicator of honesty of
growers/farm owners who are certified by international agencies because it indicates
incentives to comply: ‘| prefer USDA because | think certification cost is high, so only some
private companies can afford that. When they pay a large amount of money for the
certificate, they must control their production more strictly to not loss the certificate’
(Hoang).
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Compared to international certifications, domestic certifications, particularly VietGAP,
was perceived as having a lack of integrity in issuing certificates by many participants.
They did not feel that VietGAP can honestly reflect a farm’s activities being up to the

required standards due to a ‘lax and weak management system’:

‘I think VietGAP management are weak and lax therefore | don’t trust them.
During production procedure, growers can use chemical pesticide and fertiliser.
The accurate standard requires precise pre-harvest intervals; however, you will
never know if proper inspection is conducted. | think those certificates are

valueless in Vietnam’ (Tran).

In addition, participants doubt the role certification plays in differentiating certified
vegetables from uncertified vegetables because of lack of integrity in obtaining VietGAP
certificates, ‘because growers can pay money to get certificates without proper
inspection, uncertified and certified products are just the same’ (Hien). As a result,

VietGAP was the least trusted certificate among the three certification schemes.

In summary, international certification is perceived as having higher standards, more
competent staff, and higher incentives to comply for growers. The only issue that
weakens consumers trust in international certifications is caused by less frequent

inspections compared with domestic certification schemes.
Third-party certification versus community-based certification

Approximately half of the participants preferred third-party certifications (e.g. EU, USDA,
VietGAP) for their independence and objectivity: ‘I trust the third-party certification, they
are independent agencies monitor and verify information of the organization” (Na).
However, irregular inspections were seen as the main weakness of this system, because

normally certificates are renewed after one to two years. For example, An said:

‘Perhaps third party-certification carry out more thorough inspection procedure,
however how they maintain certificates is what | concern the most. Growers may
follow standard strictly at the beginning, but it is hard to tell after getting

certificate. There is a time gap between the first and the second inspection.’
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Many participants who currently buy community-based certification (PGS) certified
vegetables, reported they do so because they value the cross-check inspection process
within PGS. For example, ‘PGS is more effective, particularly for seasonal fresh produce.
PGS guarantees cross-checking all the time during the season’ (Viet). Other participants
highly valued the fact that on-site inspectors can supervise the farming activities on a
regular basis: ‘It is impossible to have an external party to inspect all farm activities

regularly while PGS cross-check inspectors can inspect the farm weekly’ (Na).

Compared with EU, USDA and VietGAP, consumers of PGS certified vegetables have more
direct communication with retailers and growers. PGS requires active involvement of
retailers and growers in the certification system through attending a regular meeting and
participating in the inspection process. This is perceived as increased competence of
retailers in controlling on-farm activities and therefore control quality. ‘I learned from
their website that retailers are involved in the inspection process, which would make
them be more aware of production activities and product quality’ (Thuyen). This
involvement is also perceived as honesty of the retailers, as expressed by Hoang: ‘The fact
that they are in the (PGS) system means they want to do something good i.e. supporting
farmers, or to provide safe food, so | think they are reliable’ (Hoang). In addition, PGS
demonstrates a short supply chain of fresh produce involving retailers as the only
middlemen. The target market for PGS vegetables is not far from production sites (around
40 to 100 km). This short distance allows consumers to have occasional farm visits, mostly
organised by retailers. Five participants considered their trust in producers as more

important than PGS certificates. One of them said:

‘It is no use to show me tons of certificates, they are no more than papers. | bought
PGS because | visited the farm, talked to farmers and understood better how they

plant organic vegetable’ (Ngan).

In short, although third-party certification provides objectivity and independence, buyers
of community-based certification highly value two mechanisms which build trust by
closing the gap between consumers and the food they purchase: 1) temporal distance
(e.g. high frequency of inspections) and 2) spatial by being physically close to farms with

community-based certification. This allows consumers to get involved and understand
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production. Growers and retailers actively guarantee safe food in the process, rather than

just certifying agencies playing that role in third-party certification
4.1.2 RQ1b. Similarity in consumer trust in certification schemes

Concerns about counterfeit issues were shared by most participants, regardless of
certification scheme. This was associated with the way participants perceived food fraud
management in Vietnam. Chien said: ‘there is no guarantee that certificates are genuine,
these logos and labels can be fraudulent’. Participants perceived that there is lack of
capacity in labelling management, as expressed by Viet in this statement: ‘Many
organisations are not granted certificate still put that certificate on their label. As far as |

know, there is no institute that controls such problems strictly’.

Consequently, they feel uncertain of the truthfulness of the labels. It seems that
participants have little trust in the capacity of themselves and others to ascertain the
safety and quality of food, ‘especially in Vietnam, | can’t know what’s real and what's
fake. There are chances that they may deceive even though they may have been doing it
right for a long time’ (Anh). For some participants, the lack of capacity of the domestic
food system to manage certificate counterfeits negatively influences their perception of

international certification schemes:

Interviewer: ‘What do you think about international certificates such as USDA like

this (showing the real package)?’

Hoan: ‘I don’t trust that because the seller might print it illegally. | buy certified

food at reliable stores only.’

One fourth of participants were concerned about insufficient capacity of certifying agents
to carry out regular farm inspections regardless of the origin (international or domestic)
or type (third-party or community-based). As a result, they doubted the capacity of these
certifying agencies to assure that farming activities are up to standard. To these

participants, growers and retailers play the key role in food quality control:

‘It is not the issue of certification itself. It means that you can do enough to get a

certificate but much more works is needed to maintain that certification. If a
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grower or retailer cannot maintain their system to deliver certified quality, then

certificate is just useless’ (Quynh).

Regardless of certifications scheme, participants are dependent on their trust in retailers
to make their food choice decision, although the influence of trust in retailers varies

across certification schemes. This will be discussed in the next section.

4.2 RQ2. Dimensions of trust in certification

4.2.1 Direct selling is perceived as an indicator of competence in quality control

Six participants reported rarely buying certified vegetables due to their lack of trust in the
competence of the system to control food quality. As a result, these participants question
the credibility of food certification, and actively seek reliable retailers in their routine food
shopping. These participants mainly buy vegetables from someone they personally know
or who has been recommended by their friends or relatives and directly sells vegetables
to them, without any intermediaries. Personal relationships such as these also help to

build trust by closing of the gap between consumers and the food they purchase:

‘I feel completely assured if | can buy vegetables from my friends or their relatives
who directly plant and deliver vegetables to me. That means the whole process is
under their control. Their vegetables are much more reliable than any certificate’

(Thuy).

Participants’ concerns over the capacity to supervise farming activities and manage
counterfeit labelling disappeared if the person looking after the whole process is
someone they trust. They are well aware of the fact that no certification was granted to
these growers, ‘I trusted my friend (who sold the vegetables), we were colleagues. |
visited her farm several times. Her vegetables are not certified but her vegetables are

safe for sure’ (Lien).

Direct selling also proves its advantages as an indicator of competence in the case of
VietGAP certified vegetables sold in Vinmart stores — the largest supermarket store chain
in the country. This supermarket provides vegetables mainly from two sources:
vegetables labelled as VinEco from their own farms and vegetables from farmer

cooperatives. Regardless of the source, vegetables are supervised under the same
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management and sold in the same stores. It is an interesting finding that most of the
participants who are frequent buyers at Vinmart stores clearly stated that they prefer
VinEco labelled vegetables to farmer cooperatives’ vegetables. When presented with real
packages collected from the supermarkets, participants distinguished vegetables sourced
from VinEco’s farms or from farmer cooperatives. ‘VinEco labelled vegetables are always
my first choice over other vegetables sold in the supermarket. | only choose vegetables
from others when | can’t find VinEco vegetables’ (Thuong). Sourcing from its own farms
was perceived by participants to provide Vinmart better quality control as an indicator of
competence. ‘I prefer their own farm products, i.e. VinEco, because they cannot fully
supervise other supplies from farmers as good as they supervise their own farms’ (May).
In other words, direct selling serves as an indicator for retailers’ competence. It works as

a mechanism to build trust by reconnecting consumers with food production.

4.2.2 Certificate-based contracts alone are not sufficient to indicate competence

and honesty

Participants were familiar with certificates being used as an essential condition for
farmers and cooperatives to sign a supplying contract with retailers such as supermarkets
and stores. Yet participants perceived certificates as an administrative procedure, not as
a quality assurance. Certificates were perceived as a ‘ticket’ to enter the market rather
than a proof of proper quality control and supervision processes. Participants questioned

how well the certificates reflect what happened on the farm in practice.

‘They (retailers) sourced vegetables based on VietGAP certificate without their
direct control and supervision but | don’t know if the farms actually obtain

VietGAP or not’ (Tran).

The phrase ‘they only follow the procedure on paper, not in practice’ was consistently
shared by participants when offering their thoughts about the VietGAP certificate as a
basis for contract farming and market linkage. In other words, participants perceived
retailers as lacking competence in quality control if they manage their supply based on
certificates only. Interestingly, a participant who also owns a food store shared: ‘As my
consumers require to provide certificates, we (retailers) just ask growers for that

(VietGAP). It is not our job to verify whether inspection is properly conducted or not. To
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me, that makes the quality management so lax’ (Oanh). Certificates in this case are used

as a necessary signal of a procedure so that vegetables are bought by consumers.

4.2.3 Informal food chain governance is perceived as an indicator of competence

and the honesty of retailers

Participants chose to buy certified vegetables at credible stores which do more than
signing certificate-based contracts. Retailers’ expertise in agriculture, technical support
and training for farmers serve as indicators of the competence and honesty of such
retailers. ‘I trust Vinmart stores because | had a chance to work with a farmer group who
supply vegetables to them. They assigned their staff to come and support producers to
make sure they follow the VietGAP standards’ (Viet). Similarly, other participants who
had visited certified farms, such as PGS and USDA, shared that retailers’ strong
commitment to support farmers indicated not only the level of quality control but also
‘their caring’. ‘I trust this store (Bac Tom), they are involved in the inspection process of
PGS, the owner has agricultural expertise and he motivated farmers, guaranteed the

outcome to make sure the farmers follow the standard’ (Viet).

Interestingly, participants associated the small-scale of some retailers as an indicator of
quality control and integrity. To them, organic farming is small-scale with limited
availability. ‘At the beginning, they were just a small-scale business. | trust their
vegetables. But then they expanded too fast and | no longer trust them. Organic vegetable
farmers are not able to supply too many organic stores at the same time. So it is hard for
me to feel trust in them’ (Thuong). Thus, businesses that are deemed ‘too big’ may sell
untruthful organic vegetables, while the more modest nature of small-scale businesses

becomes an indicator of quality control ability and integrity

4.2.4 Interaction through digital platforms increases perceived competence and

honesty of retailers and growers

Traditionally, consumers preferred to shop at open markets and select fresh produce by
assessing the freshness, colour and size of produce. However, with the wide spread use
of the Internet and rapid growth of e-commerce, participants reported starting to rely on
digital platforms to make their food choice decisions. This was consistently mentioned as

a gradual but significant change in their grocery purchasing pattern during the last five

22



587

588

589

590

591

592

593

594

595

596

597

598

599

600

601

602

603

604

605

606

607

608

609

610

611

612

613

614

615

616

617

years. Half of the participants shared the importance of transparent information
published on certification websites as well as direct communication and interaction
through online platforms such as Facebook pages. In particular, participants rely on
Facebook pages to connect with other consumers who have a similar interest in
purchasing certified organic vegetables such as PGS or USDA. For example, participants
who buy USDA vegetables often look for store reviews as an indicator of their credibility
before purchase. Anh shared: ‘I trust this Facebook group as its members care a lot about
food safety. | read a lot of useful information from them. If there is a new store selling
USDA certified vegetables, | have to look up reviews on the Facebook page about that
store. | believe USDA is a trustworthy certification, you know, but | want to hear from
others, to make sure the stores sell genuinely USDA vegetables’. A Facebook group is
sometimes used as a platform for farmers to sell their products to the groups, through
posting videos of their farms, farming practices and products. Participants shared, ‘I feel
| know better after seeing her (farmer) farms and the way they plant vegetables without
chemicals. It is also convenient to read other buyers’ feedback about the quality of her
vegetables to see if it is good enough. It is so convenient that | start to buy other fresh

produce in these groups as well’ (Na).
5. Discussion

This research aims to provide an understanding of how consumer trust differs among
different types of certification schemes and to explore the dimensions of trust in these
schemes. The findings suggest that while consumer trust in certification varies across
schemes, participants place greater significance on how the food system and its actors
i.e., retailers and growers, operate to guarantee the certified food is up to standard. In
other words, the certification system, its standards, inspection procedures, and agencies
are all important, but the trustworthiness of the whole food system is an even bigger

determinant of consumers’ trust in certification and their purchasing behaviour.

In this research, we focused on three previously unexplored areas. First, we extend the
literature on consumer trust in certification by showing how consumers have different
perceptions of international versus domestic certifications, and third-party versus
community-based certifications. Our findings are consistent with previous studies which

have shown that consumers prefer organic labels from more developed countries (Dekhili
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618 & Achabou, 2014; Onozaka & McFadden, 2011; Schjgll, 2017; Thggersen, Pedersen,
619  Paternoga, Schwendel, & Aschemann-Witzel, 2017; Xie, Gao, Swisher, & Zhao, 2016). This
620 finding also supports other studies which found the interpretation of country-of-origin
621 labelling to have a broader meaning than the definition used by regulators and industry
622  (Eden, 2011; Tonkin, Coveney, Meyer, Wilson, & Webb, 2016). Although low trust in
623  domestic certifiers or controllers is the main reason cited in the literature (Grunert, Loose,
624  Zhou, & Tinggaard, 2015; Nuttavuthisit & Thggersen, 2017, 2019), we extend this
625 literature by showing that the ‘country-of-origin argument’ is more nuanced. Regardless
626  of current food choice, participants perceive international schemes to have stricter and
627 more internationally accepted standards, and more experience and expertise in
628 inspection than domestic certifiers. Yet, participants who do not buy international
629  certifications, i.e. USDA, are concerned about the irregular inspection of international
630 schemes, which might not ensure the adherence to certification standards across time
631  (i.e. between temporally distant inspection dates). Although third-party certification is
632 objective and independent, these participants put more importance on how quality is
633  maintained after certificates are granted regardless of the certification types. The
634  perceived compliance with standards after obtaining certificates is mainly dependent on
635 growers’ and retailers’ credibility. Much literature has emphasised the role of certifying
636  agencies to provide credibility of certification for consumers’ informed decisions (Dekhili,
637  Sirieix, & Cohen, 2011; Hatanaka et al., 2005; Jahn et al., 2005; Janssen & Hamm, 2012).
638  We argue that the variation in consumer perception of certification also depends on their
639  perception of how well the system works and whether it is coordinated across food actors
640 (i.e. growers, retailers) to deliver certified standards. Using two core dimensions of trust
641 identified in previous research (De Jonge, Van Trijp, Van Der Lans, Renes, & Frewer, 2008;
642  Sapp et al., 2009), our study found that different indicators of the competence and
643  honesty of the food system and food actors influence trust in certifications positively or

644  negatively, as summarised in Table 4.

645 Table 4. Indicators of trustworthiness of food system and food actors

International third-party Domestic third-party Domestic community-
certification certification based certification
(USDA, EU) (VietGAP) (PGS)
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647

648

649

650

651

652

Indicators of
competence
of system

(+) Country of origin
(+) Internationally
recognised standards
(+) Internationally
recognised inspection
process

(-) Irregular inspection

(-) Irregular inspection

(-) Lack of monitoring and
testing

(-) Lack of proper
supervision of mislabelling

(+) Mutual agreement
among farmer groups
(+) Cross-checking

inspection procedure

Indicators of
competence
of actors

(+) Financial resources to
afford certification
indicates sufficient
capacity for quality control

(+) Reliable retailers
participate in monitoring
and quality control

(+) Direct supply is
perceived as better
monitoring and quality
control

(+) Retailers are committed
to food safety

(+) Retailers have
agricultural expertise

(+) Smaller shops can
control food quality better
(-) Farmer owners or
retailers do not have
enough capacity for daily
farm management

(-) Expansion is associated
with lack of quality control

Indicators of
honesty of
system

(+) Country of origin
(+) Transparency about
violation

(-) Inspection process is
not transparent

(+) Transparency about
violation

(-) Not independent and
objective

(-) Lack of integrity

(-) Lack of transparency -misconduct or violation

Indicators of
honesty of
actors

(+) Commitment of farm
owners

(-) Certifier’s incentives for
profit

(+) Reliable retailers sell
truthful VietGAP

(+) Retailers provide
technical support to
farmers which shows
retailers’ commitment to
guarantee food standards

(-) Certifier’s incentives for

profit

(+) Direct communication
with farmers

(+) positive influence on trust; (-) negative influence on trust

Second, our findings suggest consumers might utilise their personal relationships

differently in purchasing certified vegetables under different certification schemes. It is

likely that when consumers doubt the capacity of the food system including certification

systems to deliver safe and high-quality food, they prefer to use their relationships with

other specific actors in the food chain. This finding is novel. While other research has

found that institutional trust or trust in a system plays a more important role in forming
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quality expectation (Grunert, 2002), particularly in the first purchase of organic food
(Nuttavuthisit & Thggersen, 2017), in this study trust in individual food actors was
predominantly used to guide consumers’ food choices, particularly in the case where
trust in the food system’s honesty and competence was low. In this study, participants
relied on food actors, particularly retailers and growers, to reconnect them with food
production. The derived assurances from personal relationships (Telligman, Worosz, &
Bratcher, 2017) support other studies on social trust fostered by personal interactions
(Giampietri, Verneau, Del Giudice, Carfora, & Finco, 2018; Sapp et al., 2009) and studies
on embodied trust where consumers see themselves in a reciprocal network with food
chain actors who they have known for some time (Green, Draper, & Dowler, 2003). Our
finding extends other research on the active role of consumers in collaborating with
different actors in farmers’ organic food markets (Schouten, Martin, Blakaj, & Botez,
2016; Thompson & Coskuner-Balli, 2007), through understanding their strategies to cope
with lack of trust in certification schemes used in official organic markets. It appears that
trust in growers or retailers can partly compensate for lack of trust in the certification
system. The higher the level of trust in the certification, the lower the need for trust in
food actors (i.e. growers, retailers). Conversely, the lower the level of trust in the system,
the higher the need for trust in food actors (Figure 2). Participants who have very little
trust in food certification, simply do not choose to buy certified food because certificates
do not guarantee adherence to food standards. Due to their distrust in food certification,
these participants require a comparatively high level of concrete, interpersonal trust —
mainly by buying vegetables from someone they personally know or from someone who

is recommended by someone they trust.
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Figure 2. The two-dimensional trust model: The need to trust food actors as a function

of trust in certifications

AN

International third-
party certification

High ‘ Domestic community-
based certification

Domestic third-
party certification

Level of trust in certification

Low

Non-certification

Low High

Need for trust in food actors (i.e. growers, retailers) >

Third, this study sheds further light on the influence of consumer’s judgement of food
chain governance on their perception of certified food. In this context, food chain
governance refers to the way retailers and growers collaborate to deliver safe food. From
a supply chain perspective, certification can be used as a quality standard assurance or
formal governance mechanism to link growers with retailers and consumers through
contract farming (Narrod et al., 2009; Ogutu, Ochieng, & Qaim, 2020; Snider, Gutiérrez,
Sibelet, & Faure, 2017; Tran & Goto, 2019; Veldstra et al., 2014). Nonetheless, without
other mechanisms, certification, designed by the food system that lack of competence
and honesty, is perceived as having a negative impact on consumer trust. In this study,
participants perceived certification as a mechanism for retailers to bypass their
responsibility of food quality monitoring to third-party certification agencies. Instead,
other informal mechanisms, such as retailers providing technical training and support

increased consumer trust in certified food. Our findings showed that participants have
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more trust in retailers who (i) own farms and directly supply vegetables to consumers and
(ii) have different modes of coordination with farmers, such as technical support, rather

than just certification-based contracts.

6. Practical implications

This section discusses the practical application of our findings. We propose two food chain
governance frameworks to increase perceived competence and honesty of the food
system and its individual actors, and consequently, work towards increasing trust in food

certification and food safety.

Policymakers and the food industry have implemented a number of approaches to
address the problem of distrust in food. In terms of competence of the food system, these
include production methods, regulations, and standards, legitimising regulation and
assurance agencies, increasing auditing and inspecting production (Albersmeier et al.,
2009; Deaton, 2004; Hatanaka et al., 2005). In terms of the honesty of the food system,
these include increasing traceability and transparency of food production (Hall, 2010) and
increasing consumer knowledge of food production through communications (Vega-
Zamora, Torres-Ruiz, & Parras-Rosa, 2019). However, these solutions are system-oriented
and, therefore, do not acknowledge the role of individual food actors, particularly
retailers, in reconnecting consumers with the food production system. To date, few
studies consider solutions directly reconnecting consumers with producers to increase
trust, for example, through local food networks such as farmers markets and community
gardens (Meyer et al.,, 2012). Yet ‘face-to-face’ encounters between consumers and
producers might not be feasible because of geographic, time, and financial constraints.
Therefore, we suggest different solutions emphasising the role of retailers to reconnect

consumers in the production of food.

Based on the findings, this study proposes two frameworks to increase trust in food by
reconnecting consumers with food production. The first model focuses on coordination
between retailers and farmers. Retailers providing technical training and other support
signal the capacity of retailers in quality control and monitoring rather than simply

enacting purely certification-based mechanisms. Prior research has documented benefits
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of governance tools such as direct selling and contract farming to growers and retailers,
thus focusing on the supply side of the food system (Hughes & Isengildina-Massa, 2015;
Ochieng, Veettil, & Qaim, 2017; Ogutu et al., 2020; Tran & Goto, 2019). However, little is
known about if and how consumers’ perceptions of food chain structure and governance
influence their trust in food actors. This study provides empirical evidence for the role of
food governance mechanisms in building consumers’ trust through signalling indicators
of competence and honesty of retailers. Retailers providing technical support to farmers
not only display their commitment and trust in their relationship with their suppliers i.e.
growers, but they also signal to consumers their involvement in production and their
commitment to quality control. Consumers’ main concern is the uncertain ability of food
systems to deliver safe food. Therefore, consumers demand quality monitoring from
other food actors. Personal trust-based direct commercial relationships between
producers and consumers in the early age of organic markets have switched to intuitional
trust-based relationships provided by food regulation and certifications (Guthman, 2002;
Ochieng et al., 2017; Tovar, Martin, Cruz, & Mutersbaugh, 2005). However, if there is
insufficient institutional trust in the system, there is another approach to instil trust in

certified organic food, through retailers/supermarkets (Figure 3).
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The second model is proposed in the context where consumers prefer to have direct
linkage with growers, emphasising the ‘direct interaction’ feature between them. While
real-life, face-to-face encounters between these two groups may be difficult to achieve
due to geographic and time constraints, virtual encounters are completely feasible thanks

to digital platforms (Figure 4).

Figure 4. From farm to table digital platform
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This model can retain local network-based trust combined with digital platforms to help
farmers, especially smallholder farmers, to direct sell vegetables to consumers. These
farmers can be organised into groups to get group certifications, such as PGS, and directly
market themselves to consumers. Preferably, target consumers are located within

geographically local food networks to take advantage of local food knowledge, logistics,
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and transportation. Digital platforms can be used to connect a group of consumers who
share a similar interest in certified food. Perceived honesty would increase through
regular interactions and perceived competence is guaranteed through ‘direct’ control of
the system or interpersonal trust. Digital platforms provide farmers with an opportunity
to virtually communicate their farming practices and how they control vegetable quality,
which is likely to help build trust in the absence of ‘face-to face’ encounters (Dixon &
Banwell, 2004; Giddens, 1990). The proposed model can compensate for a lack of
institutional trust in certified food systems by building trust through virtually
reconnecting consumers with the food network.

These two models will work particularly well with appropriate support structures, such as
incentive schemes to encourage retailers to not only actively participate in the monitoring
of farming activities but also to provide technical support, training, and other support to
farmers. Communicating the connection between retailers and farmers to consumers will
be essential to reap the benefits of such actions.

Such support mechanisms will enhance the supply of and the demand for certified food.
From a supply perspective, such actions tighten retailers’ coordination with farmers,
enhancing trust in and commitment to follow production standards. From a demand and
marketing perspective, such actions increase the indicators of trustworthiness of
retailers, both competence and honesty, and thus trust in certified food. We envisage this
would convince consumers that retailers have control over food quality through close
coordination and monitoring between retailers and farmers. Meanwhile, direct selling of
vegetables from farmer groups to consumers through digital platforms could be another
potential mechanism if appropriate management tools are utilised. This could reconnect
consumers with food production through regular, direct interaction with producers. The
key to developing successful online ‘farm to table’ platforms is to bring a business mindset
which will help master aspects such as marketing, logistics, management and e-
commerce of such platforms.

7. Conclusion

This study employs the social theory of trust to explore variations in consumer trust in
three different certification schemes. The study is novel in providing an understanding of
how consumers form their judgements of certification schemes based on indicators of

competence and honesty of food actors, i.e., growers and retailers, and food chain
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governance. Findings show the variation in perception of different certifications even
from a comparable group of participants and this variation drives their food choices.
Consumers largely rely on retailers and their coordination with farmers to build trust in
certified food. Two food governance frameworks are proposed to reconnect consumers
with food production. We propose that these frameworks will increase indicators of
trustworthiness of the food system and its individual actors, and consequently

consumers’ trust in food and food certifications.
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Appendix 1: List of questions asked in survey questionnaire

Questions

Type

Response

Q1. Select types of vegetables that you
have seen or heard about

Multiple choices

List different labels of
organic vegetables and non-
organic vegetables available

in the market

Q2. Select types of vegetables that you
have bought

Multiple choices

List different labels of
organic vegetables and non-
organic vegetables available

in the market

Q3. Select types of vegetables that you
often buy

Multiple choices

(i) conventional vegetables,
(ii) safe vegetables*, (iii)
organic vegetables, (iv)
vegetables  planted by

someone you know

Q4. Select venues that you often shop

Multiple choices

(i) supermarkets, (ii)
special/safe food stores, (iii)

wet markets, (iv) others
(open field)

Q5. Would the price of organic vegetables Single choice Yes/No/Maybe

be affordable to you should you choose to

buy?

Q6. Would organic vegetables be Single choice Yes/No/Maybe

accessible to you should you choose to

buy?

Q7. Are you the main shopper for Single choice Yes/No

vegetables in your family?
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Appendix 2. Key elements of the Vietnamese Participatory Guarantee System (PGS)

Key Elements of the PGS System

____——— (Coordination
Group

Consumers

=Local Organization
(FU, WU, NGOs, ...)
/ Inter - Group R —
" =Gov agency
armers =Scientist .....
\ Producer Group
Farm Family

The size of the boxes is proportionate to the level
of responsibility in PGS certification.

FU: Farmer Union, WU: Women Union, NGOs: Non-Governmental Organisations

Source: http://www.fao.org/asiapacific/events/detail-events/en/c/1262/
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