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Due to the influence of COVID-19, people pay more attention to the balance between human and nature and pursue more healthy, environmental and nutritional sustainable products (such as organic food). However, the mainstream consumption of organic food is far less, especially in developing countries like China. Therefore, it is urgent to take effective measures to promote the development of China's organic food market. This current study investigated the relationships between consumers' similarity (i.e., information anxiety, uncertainty, and sustainable consumption attitude), perceived values (i.e., functional value, health value, and environmental value) and organic purchasing behavior based on the Stimulus-Organism-Response (S-O-R) theoretical model and information similarity effect. And considering gender differences in consumers' similarity, perceived values and organic purchasing behavior. Meanwhile, the mediating effects of perceived values on the relationship between consumers' similarity and purchasing behavior were also discussed, considering the background of COVID-19. Data were collected using structured questionnaire survey in first-tier cities in China. A total of 344 consumers of organic foods participated in the study. Structural equation modeling was employed for data analysis. The results indicated the significant association of information anxiety, uncertainty and sustainable consumption attitude with perceived values. And perceived values and sustainable consumption attitude had a positively significant influence on purchase behavior. In addition, environmental value played mediating effects in the relationships between organic purchasing behavior and information anxiety, uncertainty and sustainable consumption attitude. And the impact of sustainable consumption attitude and environmental value on organic purchasing behavior differed in gender. The research not only provides novel insights for understanding organic consumption, but also provides reference for organic sellers to develop sales strategies and policy makers to formulate policies to guide organic consumption, which are conducive to promoting China's organic food industry.
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INTRODUCTION

Global food safety and environmental problems have attracted more and more attention. Thøgersen (2017) believed that promoting sustainable food consumption would be the key to alleviate and improve a series of environmental and health problems. As organic food is healthier and more environmentally friendly than traditional food and can support the local economy (Strassner et al., 2015; Verain et al., 2015; De-Magistris and Gracia, 2016), the consumption of organic food is considered as an important form of sustainable consumption (Strassner et al., 2015; Seconda et al., 2017). The organic market has grown rapidly as the public pays more attention to healthy, safe, nutritious and environmentally friendly organic foods (Kareklas et al., 2014; Basha and Lal, 2019). In 2018, the total global market value of organic food was estimated to be 96.7 billion euros, and global per capita consumption was approximately 12.8 euros (Willer and Lernoud, 2020). By 2018, China had already become the world's third-largest organic food market (8.1 billion euros, 8.3% of the global market) (Willer and Lernoud, 2020). However, China's per capita consumption is only approximately 5.8 euros, less than half the level of global per capita consumption. In particular, its organic food consumption is far from that of top-ranked Switzerland (per capita consumption of approximately 312 euros) (Willer and Lernoud, 2020). In addition, China's organic food market started late, the organic food market is still relatively small in size at present, and consumer groups are mainly concentrated in large cities (Xu, 2017), which hinders the development of China's organic industry.

Understanding organic purchasing behavior is the key to predicting organic food consumption (Rana and Paul, 2017). Many scholars have done a lot of research on the influencing factors of organic consumption behavior. Some studies believed that consumer perceived values play important roles in promoting the purchase of organic food (Suki and Suki, 2015a,b,c; Suki, 2016; Akbar et al., 2019; Kushwah et al., 2019a; Shamsi et al., 2020). In particular, health value, functional value and environmental value were identified as important factors in predicting organic purchasing behavior (Mohammed, 2020). Chekima et al. (2017) found that consumers' attitudes toward organic food can play a positive role in organic consumption. At the same time, Lockie et al. (2004) and Stobbelaar et al. (2007) showed that there are gender differences in organic purchasing. Stevens (2020) and Newburn (2020) pointed out that, especially in the context of COVID-19, the impact of consumer's gender differences on behavior and attitude is more and more obvious. In addition, asymmetric information in organic market, uncertainty and insufficient marketing were identified as the key factors hindering consumers to buy organic food (Teng and Lu, 2016; Hidalgo-Baz et al., 2017; Liu and Zheng, 2019; Kongtip et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2020; Xie et al., 2020). With the development of new media, consumers get more and more information from various media. Some studies believed that the more organic information consumers get from the media, the more they tend to buy organic food, which can improve the information asymmetry in the organic market (De-Magistris and Gracia, 2016; Liu et al., 2021).

However, due to the great differences of information about organic food obtained by consumers from different information sources, the increase of information sources may hinder consumers' organic purchase. Fu et al. (2018) believed that consumers' information similarity can affect their perception and purchase behavior. Similarity generally includes genetic, social, cultural, physical, and psychological factors (Thøgersen, 2004; Hitsch et al., 2010). In addition, Guéguen et al. (2011) proved that similarity can affect people's internal perception. Therefore, it is not the number of information sources, but the information similarity of different information sources that is important to consumers' purchasing behavior.

With the outbreak of COVID-19 in China and the rest of the world, the epidemic has spread quickly, and the situation is serious (Jia et al., 2020). Consumers can get the similar information through various media every day, so how does the information similarity affect the organic purchase behavior? Therefore, based on the Stimulus-Organism-Response (S-O-R) theoretical model and information similarity effect, the current study explored the relationships between consumers' similarity, perceived values and organic purchasing behavior. And considering gender differences in consumers' similarity, perceived values and organic purchasing behavior. Meanwhile, the mediating effects of perceived values on the relationship between consumers' similarity and purchasing behavior were also discussed, considering the background of COVID-19.

This paper intends to make three contributions to the literature. First, previous studies rarely focused on the relationship between consumer information similarity and organic purchasing behavior. In order to fill this gap, this paper explored the relationship between consumer information similarity and the organic purchasing behavior in the context of COVID-19, which may enrich the research of organic consumption. Second, based on the SOR model and information similarity effect, this paper divided stimulus (S) factors into external similarity and internal similarity. In addition, this paper divided external similarity into information anxiety and uncertainty from the perspective of consumers' access to information, which not only considered the similarity of information anxiety, but also considered consumers' similarity to the uncertainty of organic information. This may provide a new perspective for the study of organic consumption, and may provide valuable suggestions for organic sellers. Third, this paper focused on the role of consumer perceived values after the COVID-19 outbreak, divided perceived values into three dimensions of functional value, health value, and environmental value in combination with the realistic background, and explored the relationship between perceived values and organic purchasing behavior. At the same time, the mediating effects of perceived values on the relationship between information anxiety, uncertainty, sustainable consumption attitude, and purchasing behavior were also discussed. The conclusions may provide valuable suggestions for organic retailers, policy makers and even organic producers.

The rest of the paper is organized as follows. In Sections Theoretical Background and Hypothesis Development, we review the background literature and develop our hypotheses. Sections Research Methodology and Results provide a detailed introduction of our research methodology and analysis and present our research results. Finally, we discuss some conclusions, significance and limitations of this study, as well as ideas for further research.



THEORETICAL BACKGROUND


The Stimuli-Organism-Response Model (SOR)

According to the SOR model from the field of environmental psychology, all aspects of the environment play a stimulating role (S), affecting people's internal states (O), which drives their behavioral responses (R) (Mehrabian and Russell, 1974). The model shows that external environmental factors affect the psychological changes of organisms, thus prompting them to adopt behavioral responses. Meanwhile, it also explains the change of people's internal state strengthened by the stimulation of external elements (Eroglu et al., 2001). Previous studies have shown that people's inner state has both positive and negative effects (Verhagen and van Dolen, 2011). Finally, People make the final choice according to the internal state and take corresponding behavioral responses (Mehrabian and Russell, 1974).

The SOR model is applicable to the present study for the following two reasons. Firstly, the SOR model has been extensively used in prior studies consumers' behaviors (Parboteeah et al., 2009; Wang et al., 2011; Luqman et al., 2017; Fu et al., 2018; Li and Yuan, 2018). For example, Luqman et al. (2017) applied the SOR model to social media to identify the user's behavior and its consequences. Fu et al. (2018) studied whether environmental stimulation can improve users' willingness to buy movie tickets online based on SOR model. Secondly, in view of the important role of environmental factors in influencing consumer behavior, the SOR model provides a concise and structured way to test the impact of environmental stimulus on consumer psychological factors (e.g., emotion, perception, and cognition), and then test the impact of consumers on organic purchasing behavior. Therefore, the current study applies this model to consumer behavior.


Stimuli (S)

Stimulus refers to all kinds of environmental factors encountered by individuals (Jacoby, 2002). Previous studies on consumer behavior showed that consumers obtain information through various news media and interact with others through social media (Hajli, 2014). Over time, consumers may discover factors that they are similar to each other (e.g., interest, attitude, and preference), thus stimulating their internal perception and ultimately generating behavioral response (Fu et al., 2018). Therefore, the similarity of consumers is an important stimulus factor affecting consumers' internal perception and behavior.



Organism (O)

Organism refers to the internal perception of consumers (Eroglu et al., 2001). Perceived values are important parts of internal perception. They are the internal driving force for consumers to choose a certain product and an important indicator to predict consumers' purchasing behavior (Fu et al., 2018). Sheth et al. (1991) put forward the theoretical framework of perceived values. They believed that perceived values include five dimensions: functional value, social value, emotional value, epistemic value, and conditional value. Rahnama (2016) predicted consumers' organic purchasing behavior through seven dimensions of perceived values: functional value, health value, environmental value, epistemic value, social value, emotional value and conditional value. Referring to the above research, according to the theme of the current study, we constructed three dimensions of perceived values: functional value, health value and environmental value to explore organic consumption behavior.



Response (R)

Response is the final result and decision of consumers based on internal perception, including approach or avoidance behavior (Sherman et al., 1997). In essence, consumers' organic purchase behavior can be regarded as the approach behavior made by consumers based on internal perception. Therefore, the present paper considered the impact of consumer perceived values on consumers' organic purchasing behavior.




The Similarity Effect

In sociology, we describe the similarity effect as people's strong preference for people with similar characteristics. The concept of similarity has been widely studied in psychology and consumer behavior. Based on the hypothesis that similarity causes changes in internal perception (Byrne, 1971), many scholars have studied the similarity of different personal attributes, such as demographic information (Hitsch et al., 2010), wearing the same clothes (Buckley and Roach, 1981), and the same attitude (Thøgersen, 2004). Fu et al. (2018) believed that similarity includes genetic, social, cultural, physiological and psychological factors. Meanwhile, Guéguen et al. (2011) proved that similarity can affect people's internal perception.

Fu et al. (2018) divided the similarity into external similarity and internal similarity. External similarity includes demographic information and various media information, while internal similarity includes interest, attitude or opinion, preference, etc. In this study, we divided external similarity into two dimensions of information anxiety and uncertainty from the perspective of consumers' access to information. This is mainly because on the one hand, under the severe influence of COVID-19 in China (Jia et al., 2020), consumers can obtain a lot of information about COVID-19 through media every day. Therefore, we believed that consumers may generally have information anxiety factors. On the other hand, China's organic market is in the initial stage of development, and there is information asymmetry in the market (Xu, 2017). Therefore, we divided external similarity into two dimensions of information anxiety and uncertainty, which may not only provide a new perspective for organic consumption research, but also provide valuable suggestions for organic sellers.

In addition, this study took sustainable consumption attitude as an internal similarity. This is because existing studies have shown that COVID-19 is caused by ecological imbalance (Lvov and Alkhovsky, 2020), which urges people to pay more attention to ecological balance and pursue healthy and environmentally sustainable consumption.




HYPOTHESIS DEVELOPMENT

This study aims to examine the impact of similarity on consumers' organic purchasing behavior from the perspective of consumer perceived values based on SOR model. Figure 1 depicts the research framework, which reflects the influence of external similarity (i.e., information anxiety and uncertainty) and internal similarity (i.e., sustainable consumption attitude) on organic purchase behavior, as well as the role of perceived values (i.e., functional value, health value and environmental value). In this section, we explain the primary constructs and interrelationships in the research model.


[image: Figure 1]
FIGURE 1. Research framework.



The Effect of Information Anxiety on Perceived Values and Purchase Behavior

With the outbreak of COVID-19 in China and the rest of the world, the epidemic has spread quickly, and the situation is serious (Jia et al., 2020; Xie et al., 2020). Consumers can get a lot of information about COVID-19 through media every day. As time goes on, consumers may have information anxiety in common. And Shweta et al. (2017) confirmed that people often contact with massive certain information, and over time, people would find that they have common information anxiety characteristics. Ruiz Mafé and Sanz Blas (2006) found that the information that consumers are exposed to through various information channels can affect their perceived values and behavior. Previous studies on perceived values have divided it into different dimensions according to different research topics. For example, Rahnama (2016) divided perceived values into seven dimensions: functional value, health value, environmental value, epistemic value, social value, emotional value and conditional value. Gonçalves et al. (2016) divided perceived values into five dimensions: functional value, social value, emotional value, conditional value and epistemic value. Referring to the above research, according to the theme of this paper, we construct three dimensions of perceived values: functional value, health value, and environmental value. Therefore, this study proposes the following hypothesis:

H1a. Information anxiety (IA) has a positive effect on functional value (FV).

H1b. Information anxiety (IA) has a positive effect on health value (HV).

H1c. Information anxiety (IA) has a positive effect on environmental value (EV).

H1d. Information anxiety (IA) has a positive effect on purchase behavior (PB).



The Effect of Uncertainty on Perceived Values and Purchase Behavior

Uncertainty is a state of holding incomplete information about something (Vieira, 2008), and it is considered to have a negative impact on consumers' perceived values and purchase intention (Shiu et al., 2011). Previous studies have shown that the lack of relevant information and understanding of organic labels would increase the difficulty for consumers to distinguish the credence attributes and standards from that of traditional foods (Magistris and Gracia, 2008; Janssen and Hamm, 2011). Moreover, some studies argued that uncertainty toward the real attributes of organic food has a negative influence on consumers' perceived values and purchase intention (Yiridoe et al., 2005; Nuttavuthisit and Thogersen, 2017). Thus, we propose the following hypothesis:

H2a. Uncertainty (UNC) has a negative effect on functional value (FV).

H2b. Uncertainty (UNC) has a negative effect on health value (HV).

H2c. Uncertainty (UNC) has a negative effect on environmental value (EV).

H2d. Uncertainty (UNC) has a negative effect on purchase behavior (PB).



The Effect of Sustainable Consumption Attitude on Perceived Values and Purchase Behavior

Attitude plays an important role in influencing consumers' perceived values and behavior (Follows and Jobber, 2000; Hidalgo-Baz et al., 2017). Understanding consumer attitudes can help policy makers, marketers and producers promote sustainable consumption habits and encourage consumers to consume or use green products (Lin and Huang, 2012). In addition, Marchand and Walker (2008) pointed out that consumers' attitude toward sustainable consumption can promote the change of their perceived values, so as to seek a more sustainable lifestyle. Therefore, we propose the following hypothesis:

H3a. Sustainable consumption attitude (SCA) has a positive effect on functional value.

H3b. Sustainable consumption attitude (SCA) has a positive effect on health value.

H3c. Sustainable consumption attitude (SCA) has a positive effect on environmental value.

H3d. Sustainable consumption attitude (SCA) has a positive effect on purchase behavior (PB).



The Effect of Perceived Values on Purchase Behavior

Perceived values refer to consumers' overall evaluation of the usefulness of relevant products (Zeithaml, 1988). Perceived values are considered important predictors of consumer decision-making (Sheth et al., 1991). Moreover, perceived values can explain the internal reasons for consumers to choose specific products (Sheth et al., 1991). According to different research topics, scholars divided perceived values into different dimensions. For example, Rahnama (2016) divided perceived values into seven dimensions: functional value, health value, environmental value, epistemic value, social value, emotional value, and conditional value. Therefore, according to the research theme of this paper, we construct the perceived values of three dimensions: functional value, health value, and environmental value. As such, we propose the following hypothesis:

H4. Functional value has a positive effect on purchase behavior (PB).

H5. Health value has a positive effect on purchase behavior (PB).

H6. Environmental value has a positive effect on purchase behavior (PB).



Mediating Effect of Perceived Values

Perceived values are considered important predictors of consumer decision-making (Sheth et al., 1991). If the attribute of a product is related to the individual's consumption motivation, the individual experience will be stimulated by a certain degree of cognitive or emotional arousal, which will trigger the individual's perception of the product and make it related to him or her (Frieze, 1997). Lin and Huang (2012) found that organic purchasing behavior is not only directly affected by consumption motivation, but also affected by one's perceived values of organic food. Previous studies have shown that perceived values and belief mediate the relationship between consumer motivation and organic buying (Çabuk et al., 2014; Pagiaslis and Krontalis, 2014; Wang et al., 2019). As COVID-19 has been for a period of time around the world, consumers' information anxiety about COVID-19 may indirectly affect organic purchasing behavior through perceived values. In addition, Lvov and Alkhovsky (2020) found that COVID-19 is caused by the destruction of ecological balance, so people's attitude toward sustainable consumption may also indirectly affect organic purchasing behavior through perceived values. Therefore, it can be postulated that perceived values are mediators linking the relationship between organic purchasing behavior and information anxiety, uncertainty and sustainable consumption attitude. Accordingly, the hypotheses are proposed as follows:

H7a-c. Functional value mediates the effect of information anxiety, uncertainty, and sustainable consumption attitude on purchase behavior respectively.

H8a-c. Heath value mediates the effect of information anxiety, uncertainty, and sustainable consumption attitude on purchase behavior respectively.

H9a-c. Environmental value mediates the effect of information anxiety, uncertainty, and sustainable consumption attitude on purchase behavior respectively.



Gender and Purchase Behavior

Previous studies have shown that gender influences the organic purchasing behavior. Lockie et al. (2004) found that women hold a higher proportion of positive attitudes toward organic food than do men. Stobbelaar et al. (2007) found that adolescent girls show a higher preference for organic products than do boys. Stevens (2020) and Newburn (2020) pointed out that, especially in the context of COVID-19, the impact of consumer's gender differences on behavior and attitude is more and more obvious. Thus, we propose the following:

H10. The organic purchase behavior of consumers differs according to consumer gender.




RESEARCH METHODOLOGY


Data Sources

Data collection was conducted through the commission of a professional online questionnaire service company, Wenjuanxing (https://www.wjx.cn). And in the present study, respondents from Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou and Shenzhen were selected as the research objects. There are two main reasons for using online surveys to collect respondents from these cities in the current study. First, face-to-face interviews should be avoided to reduce social distance after the COVID-19 outbreak. Second, the price of organic food is usually 2–4 times higher than that of traditional agricultural products, and China's organic consumers are mainly concentrated in big cities at present (Xu, 2017). According to the China Statistical Yearbook 2020 (http://www.stats.gov.cn/tjsj/ndsj/), these cities were the top-four-ranked cities for per capita disposable income in China. Therefore, the samples from Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou, and Shenzhen are more representative. Moreover, 30 questionnaires were distributed online prior to the formal survey as a presurvey to ensure the comprehensibility of the items in the survey and the appropriateness of data collection procedures. After the preliminary survey, the questionnaire was modified appropriately.

In addition, we included the following question in the questionnaire: “Have you ever bought organic food before?” In answering this question, 16 respondents chose “no.” Because the current study was about consumers' organic purchasing behavior, 16 respondents were excluded. Thus, we ultimately obtained 344 usable responses out of the 360 initial responses. As shown in Table 1, there were 189 male (54.9%) and 155 female (45.1%) respondents in the collected sample. There were 293 respondents (85.2%) with a junior college or an undergraduate education in the sample. The respondents aged between 18 and 40 accounted for 41.9% of the total sample. Respondents with a per capita monthly income of more than ¥5,000 accounted for 89.5% of the sample.


Table 1. Demographic profile of the sample (N = 344).

[image: Table 1]



Measures

All constructs in the proposed model were measured with multiple-item scales that were validated in previous studies. A few minor modifications were made to the measures to ensure that they had face validity in the current research context. The items used a 5-point Likert scale ranging from “1 = strongly disagree” to “5 = strongly agree” (see Appendix A). Five items of information anxiety were adapted from Zung (1971) and Shweta et al. (2017); four items of uncertainty were adapted from Kushwah et al. (2019b); four items of sustainable consumption attitude were adapted from Arvola et al. (2008) and Dean et al. (2012); seven items of functional value were adapted Kushwah et al. (2019a) and Akbar et al. (2019); three items of health value were adapted from Rahnama (2016); four items of environmental value were adapted from Biswas and Roy (2015); and the three items of purchase behavior were adapted from Michaelidou and Hassan (2008) and Singh and Verma (2017).



Analytical Method

To test the proposed model, we adopted the two-stage approach of “structural equation modelling” (SEM) recommended by Anderson and Gerbing (1988). AMOS 24.0 was used for assessing the model fit as well as for hypothesis testing. In addition, to assure construct validity, we also compute Confidence Interval for Cronbach's alpha according to Trinchera et al. (2018) suggestions using R 3.5.1.



Common Method Bias

As with all self-reported data, there is a potential for common method variance resulting from multiple sources, such as consistency motif and social desirability (Podsakoff et al., 2003). Several techniques can be used to detect and control common method bias, such as measured marker variables (correlation-based, regression-based, and CFA-based) and unmeasured latent method factors (Podsakoff et al., 2003, 2012). We took Harman's single-factor test, as suggested by Podsakoff et al. (2003), to address concerns regarding common method bias. All measurement items were subjected to exploratory factor analysis using SPSS 23.0. The unrotated factor solutions revealed that the single factor explained only 29.26% of the variance in the variables. Therefore, we can conclude that common method bias is unlikely to be a serious concern for this study.

The seven constructs of IA, UNC, SCA, FV, HV, EV, and PB were measured by the concept of reflective indicators.




RESULTS


Validity of Measurement Model

Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) assesses the fit of the measurement model based on various fit indices. According to the guidelines suggested by Jackson et al. (2009), the chi-square (χ2) value, degrees of freedom (df), value of χ2/df, comparative fit index (CFI), root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), goodness-of-fit index (GFI), and Tucker-Lewis index (TLI) were used to assess model fit. The model fit is good when χ2/df < 3.0, with RMSEA ≤ 0.08, TLI and CFI ≥ 0.90 (Hu and Bentler, 1999), and GFI ≥ 0.80 (Chau and Hu, 2001). However, a few model fit statistics were not greater than their minimum acceptable level in the study, which is due to the expansion of the chi-square value caused by nonmultivariate normality (Enders, 2005). Thus, the Bollen–Stine bootstrap was used to correct for bias in the model fit statistic (Bollen and Stine, 1992; Fisher and King, 2010). According to a Bollen–Stine bootstrap with 2000-times correction, the resultant fit statistics (χ2 = 451.73; df = 387; χ2/df = 1.17; CFI = 0.99; GFI = 0.93; TLI = 0.99; RMSEA = 0.02) were all acceptable.

To measure the internal consistency reliability, convergent validity and discriminant validity of the constructs in our proposed model, we performed CFA analysis on the eight constructs of IA, UNC, SCA, FV, HV, EV, and PB (see Tables 2, 3). The results revealed that the values for both Cronbach's alpha and composite reliability (CR) were over 0.7, and thus internal consistency reliability was acceptable (Nunnally, 1978). In addition, the factor loadings of the individual items in the eight-construct model were all significant (all p < 0.001), indicating preliminary evidence for the convergent validity of the measurement model (Diamantopoulos et al., 2008). Meanwhile, the average variance extracted (AVE) of all constructs exceeded the 0.5 AVE threshold value (Fornell and Larcker, 1981; Bagozzi and Yi, 1989), and thus the convergent validity was acceptable. Moreover, Table 4 shows that the estimated intercorrelations among all constructs were less than the square roots of the AVE in each construct, and this provides support for discriminant validity (Fornell and Larcker, 1981).


Table 2. Coefficients for the measurement model.

[image: Table 2]


Table 3. Point estimate and Confidence Interval for Cronbach's alpha.
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Table 4. Means, standard deviations and correlations of variables.
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In order to test the measurement invariance across males and females, according to the suggestions of Van De Schoot et al. (2015) and Deng et al. (2008), we conducted an invariance analysis of two subgroups, male and female. As shown in Table 5, in the factor loadings invariant model (model 6), the χ2 difference of 26.67 for 23 degrees of freedom was non-significant (p = 0.270), suggesting that item-factor loadings across males and females were equivalent. In addition, the χ2 difference of 31.81 for 30 degrees of freedom was non-significant (p = 0.376) in the model 7, the χ2 difference of 39.24 for 28 degrees of freedom was non-significant (p = 0.077) in the model 8 and the χ2 difference of 38.53 for 30 degrees of freedom was non-significant (p = 0.137) in the model 9, suggesting that measurement intercepts, covariances and measurement residuals across males and females were all equivalent.


Table 5. Invariance analysis across males and females in the measurement model.
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Structural Model

This study used SEM to test the relationships between variables, including control variables (i.e., age, income, and education). According to the Bollen–Stine bootstrap to correct for bias in the model fit statistic, the resulting fit indices (χ2 = 583.87; df = 509; χ2/df = 1.15; CFI = 0.99; GFI = 0.91; TLI = 0.99; RMSEA = 0.02) were all acceptable. The structural model elucidated 44.6% of the variance of purchase behavior (see Figure 2).


[image: Figure 2]
FIGURE 2. Tested model. (1) *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001. (2) χ2 = 583.87; df = 509; χ2/df = 1.15; CFI = 0.99; GFI = 0.91; TLI = 0.99; RMSEA = 0.02.


As shown in Figure 2 and Table 6, the result of the hypothesis testing results indicates that 13 hypotheses were supported (H1a-H1c, H2a-H2c, H3a-H3d, H4, H5, and H6). Notably, IA (H1a: β = 0.178, p < 0.001; H1b: β = 0.337, p < 0.001; H1c: β = 0.409, p < 0.001) showed a significant influence on FV, HV, and EV respectively, supporting H1a, H1b, and H1c. And UNC (H2a: β = −0.355, p < 0.001; H2b: β = −0.505, p < 0.001; H2c: β = −0.414, p < 0.001) showed a significant impact on FV, HV and EV respectively, supporting H2a, H2b, and H2c. Meanwhile, SCA had a significant influence on FV, HV and EV respectively. Thus, H3a-H3c were supported. In addition, SCA, FV, HV, and EV had a significant impact on PB at a significant level of 1, 5, 5, 1% respectively, supporting H3d, H4, H5, and H6. However, IA, UNC and Gender had no significant effects on PB. Therefore, H1d, H2d, and H10 were not supported.


Table 6. Confirmation of the hypotheses.
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In order to test the structural invariance across males and females, according to the suggestions of Van De Schoot et al. (2015), we conducted an invariance analysis of two subgroups, male and female. As shown in Table 7, the χ2 difference of 23.808 for 15 degrees of freedom was non-significant (p = 0.068) in the model 5 and the χ2 difference of 4.116 for 4 degrees of freedom was non-significant (p = 0.391) in the model 7, suggesting that path coefficients and structural residuals across males and females were all equivalent. However, the χ2 difference of 18.909 for 6 degrees of freedom was significant (p = 0.004) in the model 6, thus the structural covariances was not equivalent.


Table 7. Invariance analysis across males and females in the structural model.
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In order to further test the difference of consumers' gender on organic purchasing behavior, we conducted a group analysis of two subgroups, male and female. As shown in Table 8, SCA (β = 0.632, p < 0.01) showed a significant impact on PB in the male group. However, SCA had no significant effects on PB in female group. Meanwhile, EV (β = 0.144, p < 0.05) showed a significant impact on PB in female group. However, EV had no significant effects on PB in male group.


Table 8. Coefficient of group analysis.
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The Mediating Effect of Perceived Values

In order to investigate the indirect effects of the independent variable through the mediator, bias-corrected percentile bootstrapping and percentile bootstrapping were performed at a 95% confidence interval with 5,000 bootstrap samples (Taylor et al., 2007). Following the suggestions of Preacher and Hayes (2008), the confidence interval of the lower and upper bounds was calculated to test whether the indirect effects were significant. As shown in Table 9, the results of the bootstrap test showed that the total effect (total effect = 0.09, p < 0.05) and indirect effect (indirect effect = 0.051, p < 0.01) of IA on PB, and the total effect (total effect = −0.277, p < 0.001) and indirect effect (indirect = 0.077, p < 0.01) of UNC on PB were all significant, while the direct effects of those were no longer significant. The above findings indicated that EV played a completely mediating role in the relationships between IA and PB (H9a), and between UNC and PB (H9b). Thus, both H9a and H9b were supported. In addition, the total effect (total effect = 0.619, p < 0.001), indirect effect (indirect = 0.077, p < 0.01) and direct effect (direct effect = 0.343, p < 0.001) of SCA on PB were all significant. The above findings indicated that EV played a partially mediating role in the relationships between SCA and PB (H9c). Thus, H9c was supported. However, FV and HV had no mediating effects on the relationships between IA and PB, between UNC and PB, and between SCA and PB. Thus, H7a-H7c and H8a-H8c were not supported.


Table 9. Total effects, indirect effects, and direct effects of the model.
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DISCUSSION

Using the SOR theoretical model and information similarity effect, we studied the relationships between information anxiety, uncertainty, sustainable consumption attitude, and organic purchasing behavior under the mediating role of their perceived values. And we used SEM to verify the research hypotheses. The main findings of the current study are as follows.

Firstly, regarding consumers' external similarity, the study results found that information anxiety and uncertainty had significant influences on perceived value (i.e., functional value, health value, and environmental value). Our findings are consistent with previous literature. Namely, Ruiz Mafé and Sanz Blas (2006) argued that information anxiety had a positive influence on consumers' perceived values and Nuttavuthisit and Thogersen (2017) argued that uncertainty toward the real attributes of organic food has a negative influence on consumers' perceived values. In addition, regarding consumers' internal similarity, the study results found that sustainable consumption attitude had significant and positive influences on perceived values and purchase behavior, which is in line with the results of prior literature (Follows and Jobber, 2000; Marchand and Walker, 2008; Lin and Huang, 2012). In other words, consumers with higher sustainable consumption attitude have higher perceived values of organic food. And they are more likely to buy organic food. However, information anxiety and uncertainty had no effects on organic purchasing, which is inconsistent with previous research results (Ruiz Mafé and Sanz Blas, 2006; Shiu et al., 2011). Two possible reasons are that, on the one hand, although consumers are eager to seek safe and high-quality food under the influence of COVID-19, many consumers do not trust organic food because the organic market in China is in its infancy (Xu, 2017). Moreover, Suki (2015) and Vega-Zamora et al. (2019) pointed out that trust is the basis of establishing exchange relationships between organic food buyers and sellers. This may explain why information anxiety did not have a significant effect on organic purchasing. On the other hand, although many Chinese consumers are uncertain about the information of organic food, the price of organic food is 2–4 times that of traditional food. Moreover, Xu (2017) believed that, to a large extent, the price of food represents the quality of food. Therefore, although some consumers are uncertain about the information of organic food, they may buy organic food according to the price of organic food. Thus, this may explain why uncertainty did not have a significant and negative effect on organic purchasing.

Secondly, regarding perceived values, the study results found that functional value, health value and environmental value had significant and positive influences on purchase behavior. Our findings are in line with the results of prior literature, which argued perceived values are considered important predictors of consumer decision-making (Sheth et al., 1991). It is worth noting that in the context of COVID-19, functional value, health value and environmental value all play an important role in organic purchase, which implies that consumers are more inclined to buy environmental and healthy organic food.

Thirdly, environmental value played mediating effects in the relationships between organic purchasing behavior and consumers' similarity (i.e., information anxiety, uncertainty, and sustainable consumption attitude). As we expected, there is a potential relationship among consumers' similarity, environmental value and purchase behavior. However, functional value and health value did not play mediating effects in the relationships between organic purchasing behavior and consumers' similarity (i.e., information anxiety, uncertainty and sustainable consumption attitude). This is not in line with our prediction. One possible reason is that some studies pointed out that COVID-19 is caused by ecological imbalance (Lvov and Alkhovsky, 2020), which prompts people to pay more attention to ecological balance and to pursue more environmentally friendly consumption. However, as the organic market in China is in its infancy, many consumers do not fully understand the benefits of organic food, especially its functional value and health value.

Finally, the results showed that gender had no significant relationship with purchase behavior. This is inconsistent with prior studies (Stobbelaar et al., 2007). Namely, Stobbelaar et al. (2007) believed that women prefer organic products more than men do. One possible reason is that due to environmental problems, the public is increasingly concerned about more environmentally friendly organic food (Basha and Lal, 2019). Therefore, consumers with different genders may all attach great importance to environmental protection. In addition, the results showed that there were gender differences in the impact of sustainable consumption attitude and environmental value on organic purchasing behavior. Our findings are in line with the results of prior literature, which argued the impact of consumer's gender differences on behavior and attitude is more and more obvious in the context of COVID-19 (Newburn, 2020; Stevens, 2020).



CONCLUSION

This current study investigated the relationships between consumers' similarity (i.e., information anxiety, uncertainty, and sustainable consumption attitude), perceived values (i.e., functional value, health value, and environmental value) and organic purchasing behavior based on the SOR theoretical model and information similarity effect. And considering gender differences in consumers' similarity, perceived values, and organic purchasing behavior. Meanwhile, the mediating effects of perceived values on the relationship between consumers' similarity and purchasing behavior were also discussed, considering the background of COVID-19. The results indicated the significant association of information anxiety, uncertainty and sustainable consumption attitude with perceived values. And perceived values and sustainable consumption attitude had a positively significant influence on purchase behavior. In addition, environmental value played mediating effects in the relationships between organic purchasing behavior and information anxiety, uncertainty and sustainable consumption attitude. And the impact of sustainable consumption attitude and environmental value on organic purchasing behavior differed in gender.

The results provide valuable findings for the sustainable development of the organic food industry and may enrich the research in this field. The following insights can be obtained from the research results of this paper. First, Perceived values (i.e., functional value, health value, and environmental value) are important factors affecting consumers' organic purchasing behavior. Therefore, organic sellers and public policy makers can formulate corresponding strategies to drive consumers' organic consumption demand. That is to say, organic sellers should pay attention to specific consumer groups and improve consumers' perceived values of organic food products by maintaining customer satisfaction and pleasure. At the same time, the public policy makers should establish the concept of organic cultivation and breeding which is conducive to ecological civilization and human health through education and publicity, and enhance the correct values of consumers, so as to promote the development of organic industry.

Second, the results showed that consumers' uncertainty about organic food hinders consumers' perceived values of organic food, thus hindering organic consumption. Therefore, organic producers, organic sellers, and public policy makers should formulate corresponding strategies to promote consumers' understanding of organic information. Organic producers can show more production details to consumers through media and social platforms, and organic sellers can vigorously promote organic food through media and social platforms. At the same time, public policy makers can also provide more authoritative organic information to consumers through media and social platforms, so as to achieve the goal of promoting organic consumption and sustainable development.

Third, the results showed that information anxiety, uncertainty and sustainable consumption attitude have significant effects on organic purchasing behavior through environmental value. In particular, uncertainty positively affects organic buying behavior through environmental values. Therefore, in order to promote the consumption of organic food, the government needs to strengthen the publicity and education of environmental values, so as to promote the people to form values of protecting the environment.



LIMITATIONS AND FURTHER RESEARCH

Some limitations of this study suggest directions for further research. First, the survey data were collected from organic consumers in China's first-tier cities, which may limit the generalizability of the study findings to other contexts. Future studies may be extended to other cities in China, which might help deepen the understanding of organic purchasing behavior and may further improve the generalizability of the study findings. Secondly, this paper only considered the similarity factors of information anxiety, uncertainty and sustainable consumption attitude, and may ignore other similarity factors (such as preference and personality characteristics), especially in the context of COVID-19. Future studies may consider more other similarity factors and may further enrich the results.
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APPENDIX A


Appendix A.1. Information Anxiety

IA1: After the COVID-19 outbreak, I often feel fear in the face of information about massive COVID-19.

IA2: After the COVID-19 outbreak, I get upset easily or feel panicky in the face of information about massive COVID-19.

IA3: After the COVID-19 outbreak, I sometimes feel like I'm falling apart and going to pieces in the face of information about massive COVID-19.

IA4: After the COVID-19 outbreak, I often feel anxious in the face of information about massive COVID-19.

IA5: After the COVID-19 outbreak, I can sometimes feel my heart beating fast in the face of information about massive COVID-19.



Appendix A.2. Uncertainty

UNC1: I'm not sure about the authenticity of organic food labels.

UNC2: I'm worried that some of the claimed organic foods are not actually organic foods.

UNC3: I am worried that I may have spent more money on organic food.

UNC4: I don't have much confidence in the organic food on the market at present.



Appendix A.3. Sustainable Consumption Attitude

SCA1: I think sustainable consumption is very important.

SCA2: I am very interested in sustainable consumption.

SCA3: I am very keen to search and read information about sustainable consumption.

SCA4: I am very concerned about sustainable consumption.



Appendix A.4. Functional Value

FV1: Organic food has consistent quality.

FV2: Organic food is well made.

FV3: Organic food has an acceptable standard of quality.

FV4: Organic food would perform consistently.

FV5: Organic food is reasonably priced.

FV6: Organic food offers value for money.

FV7: Organic food is a good product for the price.



Appendix A.5. Health Value

HV1: Organic food keeps my healthy.

HV2: Organic food is nutritious.

HV3: Organic food is high in protein.



Appendix A.6. Environmental Value

EV1: The presence of resource shortage and environmental pollution has threatened life on earth.

EV2: The balance of nature is very delicate and easily upset.

EV3: We are approaching the limit the earth can sustain.

EV4: If things continue is the present course, the sustainability of the environment and future generations are highly threatened.



Appendix A.7. Purchase Behavior

PB1: How often do you buy organic food in the organic food store or supermarket?

PB2: How often do you buy organic food online?

PB3: How often do you buy organic food on the community-group buying platform?
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