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The rising global phenomenon of sustainable consumption in the food market is progressively influencing a significant number of consumers on a worldwide scale. The main goal of this study was to analyze consumer attitudes toward selected sustainability issues (organic aspects, animal welfare, waste management, etc.) as well as marketing communication in the food market among two generations. Primary data were acquired by implementing an online questionnaire. In total, 950 respondents participated in the survey. The results showed that the iGeneration (iGen; 18–25 years) has a higher tendency than the Silver generation (58–76 years) to support sustainability issues such as recyclable packaging, organic production, and animal welfare, as well as to read the information regarding the product nutrition and composition. The Silver generation is more inclined toward Slovak origin and traditional Slovak dishes, and they consider television and the press as the main source of information. The results provide valuable insights for agrifood companies in developing consumer-driven marketing strategies. The main limitation is related to the application of self-reported measures. Future research may include cross-cultural studies and could be extended by incorporating other sustainable and environmental aspects.
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1. Introduction

In the past decade, there has been a noticeable change in consumer preferences toward sustainable consumption. This is due to a growing number of individuals who are incorporating eco-friendly and sustainable products into their dietary choices (Vermeir et al., 2020). The concept of sustainable food consumption is associated with several dimensions of consumption, such as the consumption of locally produced products (Bianchi and Mortimer, 2015), reducing consumption of meat and processed foods in consumer society (de Bakker and Dagevos, 2012; Cai et al., 2022), increasing consumption of fruits (Di Vita et al., 2021) and vegetables (De Cianni et al., 2023), and a general preference for products with minimal ecological and carbon footprints (Carlsson-Kanyama and González, 2009). Eating healthy is widely acknowledged as a fundamental means for individuals to attain and sustain good health (McDonald and Braun, 2022). There is a general understanding among the public that healthy food intake has a significant impact on their wellbeing. There is an increasing interest in the healthiness, nutritional sufficiency, balance, and safety of diets (Asioli et al., 2017), as well as familiarity with recommended dietary guidelines (Laguna-Camacho et al., 2018). However, how people interpret healthy eating is more complex. According to Whybrow et al. (2017), there exists evidence of a significant connection between our dietary health and social determinants. In the view of Westgard and Dahl (2013), social determinants may lead to poor healthy food availability, reduced access to adequate nutrition, a higher prevalence of hunger, and a surge incidence of obesity and other illnesses. Conversely, societal motives encompass the preference for purchasing local food due to its perceived environmental sustainability and its perceived social responsibility to create local employment opportunities and provide support to small-scale producers (Morris and Buller, 2003).

The escalation of diet-related illnesses worldwide coincides with a global rise in the mass production of food through industrial processes, which tend to be typically characterized by being high in fats, salts, and sugars while being low in micronutrients, fiber, and phytochemicals (Monteiro et al., 2010; Moubarac et al., 2014). Industrial ultra-processing foods primarily aim to produce convenient, tasty, and visually appealing products using cheaper ingredients and provide a longer duration on a supermarket shelf. Ultra-processed foods are not just nutritionally different, but they are often in the form of ready-to-eat, ready-to-drink, or ready-to-heat, requiring little time or effort to prepare (Monteiro et al., 2017; Cai et al., 2022). Due to this lifestyle, people shifted their food preferences by increasing the use of frozen, canned, and dried goods (Future Market Insights lnc., 2022).

The latest statistics from EHIS indicate high rates of overweight and obesity in the European Union, where 51.1% of adults have a BMI of 25 or higher, and 15.1% have a BMI of 30 or higher (Eurostat, 2023). Paradoxically, while certain segments of the population struggle with excess calorie intake related to cheap calories, highly processed foods, and overconsumption, others continue to face insufficient caloric intake. Transitioning to plant-based diets toward higher consumption of fruits and vegetables may benefit public health and the environment (Reardon et al., 2019; Willett et al., 2019). Many researchers agree that healthy food choice is not a result of a single behavior but is the influence of various factors such as health, environmental concerns, ethical considerations (Rosenfeld and Burrow, 2017), social values (Schösler et al., 2012), or convenience (Grunert et al., 2010). Encouraging such dietary changes through education and policy interventions may thus represent a promising strategy for promoting both individual and societal wellbeing. Therefore, the current study explores the role of sustainable food consumption among the iGeneration and the Silver generation. Specifically, this research studies attitudes toward selected sustainability issues (organic aspects, animal welfare, waste management, Nutri-Score system, purchasing criteria, etc.) as well as marketing communication in the Slovak food market.



2. Literature review

The agri-food chains, food processing, and consumption patterns are undergoing significant changes due to shifts in food demand (Reisch et al., 2013; Recchia, 2019). Furthermore, there has been a significant increase in the level of interest surrounding sustainability, sustainable production, and sustainable consumption across the agro-sector. The pursuit of sustainable development encompasses the implementation of strategies aimed at attaining objectives in the realms of economic profitability, social wellbeing, and environmental concerns (World Bank, 2003). In line with the importance of sustainability in food consumption, it specifically relates with a fairtrade (Clarke et al., 2007), sustainability-supporting policies, environmental impact of food production (Vermeir and Verbeke, 2006), animal welfare (Miranda-de la Lama et al., 2019), consumption of local products (Bianchi and Mortimer, 2015), sustainable production methods (Polenzani et al., 2020), and consumption of organic food (Chekima et al., 2017).

Therefore, there is a crucial task to motivate consumers to shift toward consuming in more sustainable and innovative ways (Szymkowiak et al., 2022). Global acceptance of novel or emerging technologies in the field of food production and processing is characterized by heterogeneity across different regions of the world. On the positive side, technical innovations are generally accepted with enthusiasm, because they offer benefits regarding resource efficiency, climate change, food safety, shelf life, nutritional value, and sensory quality (Martins et al., 2019). On the less positive side, some regions may display skepticism in the context of the rejection of such practices. They prefer the principle of “natural”, traditional food production, or minimally processed food without additives (Ragaert et al., 2004; Lavilla and Gayán, 2018; Rabadán and Bernabéu, 2021). Many authors highlight food neophobia, which has been defined as reluctance or rejection to try new or unfamiliar foods. This phenomenon presents a major challenge for the successful implementation and adoption of innovative and sustainable approaches in the food industry in the near future (Pliner and Hobden, 1992; Eckl et al., 2021; Spendrup and Hovmalm, 2022).

Furthermore, growing interest in healthy eating increases the importance of local economies and products. In a previous study, Stagl (2002) states that locally produced food using natural methods and no additives maintains its nutritional value and survives long-range transportation. Hence, many different motives and stimuli determine consumer decisions about local food. Consumers prefer to consume local food due to their beliefs that food is fresher, healthier, and tastier (Darby et al., 2008), connected by traditions and support of community (Feagan and Morris, 2009) or linked to perceptions of cultural and personal identity (Ferguson and Thompson, 2020). The experiment conducted by Pole and Kumar (2015) identified various segments based on their food-related lifestyle in America. Segments included generational differences, education level, ethnicity, and frequency of purchasing various types of local food. Consequently, a decision to purchase local food is shaped by several factors including health consciousness, environmental and local economic concerns, and perceived social pressure. In addition, Birch et al. (2018) argue that evidence supporting consumers' motives for purchasing local food is also related to food production systems' safety, health, sustainability, and societal impacts.

While some forms of marketing communication are noticeable to consumers, consumers may not fully recognize other methods, and their consumption decisions are being influenced (Chandon and Wansink, 2012). Most food advertisements aim at the younger population to promote energy-dense and junk products (Boyland et al., 2016; Qutteina et al., 2019; Smith et al., 2019).

Consumers are becoming more conscious of the link between food intake and healthy eating (Goukens and Klesse, 2022). The rising demand for transparency in food composition and production processes has led to a boosted awareness of healthy eating guidance, mainly eating more fruits and vegetables (Laguna-Camacho, 2023). When people perceive food as healthy instead of unhealthy, they tend to consume more of it, which provides a basis for encouraging sustainable consumption patterns (Ilyuk et al., 2019). Earlier studies showed that policymakers implemented numerous policies to promote the healthiness of diets at the population level, such as front-of-pack labeling, communication programs, and advertising restrictions (Kelly et al., 2010; Kloss et al., 2015). A front-of-pack (FOP) food label is a valuable tool that helps consumers to evaluate the nutritional characteristics of food products (Ahn and Lee, 2022). Several FOP labeling formats exist, and based on a comparative study, Nutri-Score has been found to be superior to other FOP labeling, providing consumers to select a healthy choice and avoid unhealthy foods (Newman et al., 2017; Ikonen et al., 2019).

Marketing practitioners also expressed communication potential in social media, which offers a cost-effective and powerful tool for promoting healthy lifestyles and sharing relevant information (Moorhead et al., 2013). In earlier literature, it is reported that a large number of followers on social media can trigger intentions to consume non-health-related products (Jin and Phua, 2014). Despite this, van der Bend et al. (2022) noted that social media platforms raised concerns about the content of food marketing and how it may affect the dietary patterns and health outcomes of young people. In view of that, De Jans et al. (2021) argue that a viable strategy to encourage healthier eating habits could involve using social media to demonstrate the negative outcomes associated with snacks and low-nutrient foods. Boyland and Tatlow-Golden (2017) show that communication dissemination occurs through liking, commenting, or sharing ads, with businesses and social media influencers to endorse products or services. Several studies underlined that customized marketing content resonates with consumers and enhances their purchase behavior (Sohail et al., 2020; Thaker et al., 2020).

All of the above studies result in a wide multidisciplinary approach to the current state of marketing communication that influences food choices between generations. The development of emerging foods and innovative sustainable or local food production and consumption, while simultaneously considering the perception of traditional and social media in the field of healthy eating, will be crucial to produce healthier, safer, and more sustainable foods in the future.

Hence, the subsequent research questions were formulated:

RQ1: Are there any differences in how the Silver generation and iGeneration consider criteria during food purchases?

RQ2: Do the Silver generation and iGeneration differ in their attitudes toward selected statements concerning sustainability issues?

RQ3: Are there any differences in how the Silver generation and iGeneration indicate their level of agreement toward selected statements concerning marketing communication in the food market?



3. Methodology


3.1. Data collection and research sample and design

The study is based on the primary research applied in Slovakia. The consumer research was implemented in 2022 by conducting an online questionnaire survey. The data collection was applied via social media and emails using non-probability sampling. The research sample includes a total of 950 respondents, where 50% are representatives of the Silver generation (58–76 years) and the second half are representatives of the iGeneration (18–25 years). The age segments were formed based on existing literature (Šedík et al., 2018; Laskowska and Laskowski, 2022). The final research sample is representative based on gender, where female respondents represent 52.63%. The whole socio-demographic profile is displayed in Table 1. The questionnaire was divided into several sections devoted to attitudes toward statements related to sustainability issues, eating habits, and innovativeness. Respondents evaluated these statements using a 7-point scale (1–fully agree and 7–fully disagree). Furthermore, respondents evaluated the importance of selected criteria during the purchase of food using a 7-point scale, where 1 represented the most important criterion and 7 meant the least important criterion. The last section was devoted to statements related to marketing communication in the food market.


TABLE 1 Socio-demographic profile of acquired research sample.
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3.2. Statistical analysis

Both descriptive statistics and non-parametric tests were applied using Xlstat 2022.4.1. A similar approach was applied in other consumer studies (Horská et al., 2023; Ketelings et al., 2023). Friedman test and Nemeniy procedure were used for scaling questions related to criteria at food purchase as well as to statements about marketing communication in the food market. The Mann–Whitney U-test was used to identify differences between the Silver generation and iGeneration in the evaluation of selected statements related to sustainability issues. The Mann–Whitney U-test is a rank-based non-parametric test that was applied for identifying statistically significant differences among generations (Lerro et al., 2019). In addition, multiple correspondence analysis (MCA) was implemented to study associations between consumers' awareness of the Nutri-Score system, their place of residence, and their affiliation with the selected generation. The first two factorial dimensions (F1 and F2) accounted for a significant proportion of the data matrix's variability, therefore, the primary emphasis was placed on them. A similar approach was implemented in a consumer study related to honey preferences (Šedík et al., 2023). It can be stated that MCA represents an exploratory multivariate statistics technique that studies associations among two and more categorical variables. In general, MCA is considered an extension of the correspondence analysis. MCA is widely applied in marketing and business studies to identify non-causal relationships among categorical variables (Rodrigues et al., 2022; Di Vita et al., 2023).




4. Results

The results indicated several differences between these two examined generations (Table 2). In general, the Silver generation perceived price, sensory attributes, and discount as the most important criteria during their decision-making process in the food market, followed by country of origin, recommendations, product information on the label, and local/regional aspect. The least important criteria evaluated were the carbon footprint of the product, fairtrade certificate, and ecological certificate. On the other hand, the iGeneration evaluated the sensory attributes followed by price, discount, product information on the label, and recommendations as the most important criteria. The carbon footprint of the product, regional brand, ecological certificate, and fairtrade certificate were assessed as the least important criteria. The statistically significant differences (RQ1) were confirmed by the Friedman test and the Nemeniy procedure. Overall, the Silver generation is more focused on the country of origin, regional brand, and local aspect of products while the younger generation is more focused on recyclable packaging. However, it can be stated that both segments are careless about sustainability aspects when purchasing foods which can be related to a higher level of price sensitivity and lower income.


TABLE 2 Evaluation of selected criteria at food purchase among Silver and iGeneration.
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Moreover, the study investigated differences in the level of agreement toward selected statements related to sustainability issues among the Silver generation and iGeneration. The only insignificant differences were identified in the following statement: “I thoroughly separate household waste” where both generations indicated positive agreement. The results showed (Table 3) that iGeneration tries to purchase food packaged in recyclable packaging, purchases from producers who take care of animal welfare, and is interested in what conditions animals live in on farms. Moreover, they are willing to pay more for organically grown products as well as they are looking for protein products of high quality. iGeneration considers themselves to be innovators and tends to try new food products. Conversely, the Silver generation indicated higher agreement in the following statements: traditional Slovak dishes dominate in my diet, I consider Slovak food to be of high quality, and I think that Slovak food should be cheaper than foreign food. This generation does not care about animal welfare and supporting organic production, is not willing to pay more for organically grown products, and does not purchase food in recyclable packaging. Furthermore, the Silver generation indicated higher agreement in terms of reducing food waste, monitoring the expiration date or shelf life, having favorite products, preparing fresh food, eating regularly several times a day, and considering the price of products as the most important thing. On the other hand, the iGeneration indicated higher agreement in willingness to pay a higher price for a food product of high quality as well as in the statement that food companies should innovate their products. Overall, it can be stated that RQ2 was confirmed.


TABLE 3 Differences in statement evaluation between the Silver generation and the iGeneration.
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Furthermore, the study focused on the level of awareness in terms of the Nutri-Score system in general. The results of MCA showed that the Nutri-Score system is more known among iGeneration living in urban areas while the Silver generation from rural areas tend to answer that they do not know about this system. In addition, it can be stated that iGeneration tends to answer that Nutri-Score is important both for producers and consumers (Figure 1).


[image: Figure 1]
FIGURE 1
 Multiple correspondence analysis of the Nutri-Score system awareness, generations, and place of residence. Source: own processing, XLStat.


Another part of the questionnaire survey was oriented on aspects of marketing communication in the food market between these two generations. The results showed (Figures 2, 3) that both generations mostly agreed that local food producers as well as regional specialties are less promoted while the lowest agreement was obtained by statements indicated as follows “I am most interested if a famous talks about the food product.” Moreover, the Silver generation indicated higher agreement on considering television and the press as the most important sources of information as well as the statement about foods from abroad having more prominent advertising than food produced in Slovakia. Conversely, the iGeneration agreed that they read the product composition and nutrition values while the lowest agreement where with considering television and the press as the most important sources of information. All in all, it can be stated that RQ3 was confirmed.
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FIGURE 2
 Demsar plot for the Silver generation. Source: own processing, XLStat.
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FIGURE 3
 Demsar plot for the iGeneration. Source: own processing, XLStat.




5. Discussion

The present study contributes to marketing communication by providing empirical evidence on attitudes toward sustainable food consumption among the iGeneration and the Silver Generation in the food market. Our results allow us to identify the most significant criteria in the decision-making process, including qualitative, sensory, or visual attributes. The findings reveal that sensory experiences are the primary determinant of purchase decisions for iGen. This result is consistent with the research on sustainable food markets among Generation Z, which indicates significant attributes related to tastes and diverse flavors (Su et al., 2019). Price and discount were also important considerations, which reveal that affordability and cost-effectiveness play a central role in their approach to settling on a food choice. Abdelradi (2018) noted that budgets are always a major factor when purchasing food. According to Garanti (2019), iGens are known for being selective, and their preference for the product's actual characteristics, usefulness of the product, and word-of-mouth marketing when making purchases (Özkan, 2017) all point to their focus on product quality.

The findings of this study showed that Silver generation emphasizes a number of different qualitative criteria during the purchase decision. This finding underpins the study by Grunert et al. (2010), who found out that both price and quality play a significant role. However, it is important to note that the participants' actual dietary intakes were not measured in this study, and previous studies have shown that Silver generation and older individuals eat fewer grains, fruits, and vegetables than the recommended daily amount (Riediger and Moghadasian, 2008). In contrast, results revealed that sustainability-related factors were considered less important by both generations. This is not in line with a previous study, which implies that Fairtrade plays a significant role in promoting sustainable consumer behavior (Tanner and Wölfing Kast, 2003). The practical implications of eco-certification remain a bit unclear, particularly in terms of added value for both consumers and producers (Delmas and Gergaud, 2021). According to some studies, having too many eco-labels might result in information overload, customer confusion, and mistrust about eco-labels (Brécard, 2014; Lyon and Montgomery, 2015). Other studies link environmental attitudes to general and specific carbon knowledge (Polonsky et al., 2012). Due to this, Seth et al. (2011) suggest that consumers with more global warming knowledge may adjust their behavior to be more environmentally conscious, whereas our data indicate a low emphasis on carbon footprint criteria related to consumption behavior. Moreover, a previous Slovak study revealed that the most important criteria during the purchase of organic food are quality, origin, and price while the least important criteria were brand and producer (Predanocyová et al., 2018).

Thus, consumers' need to identify or understand the importance of ethical certifications on food products is seen as a barrier to their purchase of Fairtrade products (Pedregal and Ozcaglar-Toulouse, 2011). For example, increased eco-friendly consumption was achieved when a more comprehensive, easily interpretable, and standardized eco-friendly label was introduced inside a Belgian experimental food market (Vlaeminck et al., 2014). Comparably, Becchetti et al. (2019) discovered that increasing the amount of accurate information regarding the corporate social and environmental responsibility of various businesses displayed at the entrances of supermarkets led to an increase in market share. In addition, enhanced and more transparent standards, certification programs, and labeling for bio, eco, or ethical-based products can be the key to increasing the market penetration of these items.

Multiple correspondence analysis reveals that iGens in urban areas are more familiar with the Nutri-Score system than those in rural regions, who are more probable to say they are unaware of it. The prevalence of nutrition labels has become increasingly widespread, as evidenced by Potter et al. (2023) research. The implementation of labeling strategies aimed at promoting healthier choices has been widely adopted across various nations. According to Crockett et al. (2018), systematic reviews have provided evidence supporting the effectiveness of such strategies.

This study demonstrates interesting insights concerning marketing communication within the food market. Unfortunately, both segments confirm insufficient promotion of local food producers and regional specialties. In this context, Martinez (2010) consider the key element for local food promotion to be clear communication covering additional practices such as package labeling, marketing messages, and knowledgeable representatives who provide detailed information about the origin of ingredients. Several scholars have emphasized the significance of enhancing the promotion of regional food by developing business operations through training and experts' advice (Everett and Aitchison, 2008; Bonow and Rytkönen, 2012), utilizing collaborative marketing techniques such as online platforms (Henriksen and Halkier, 2015), using social media, and enhancing interactive activities (Sutinen and Närvänen, 2021). In contrast, research conducted in Spain has indicated that the primary obstacles to purchasing directly from producers are a lack of convenience and challenges in locating trustworthy farmers (González-Azcárate et al., 2021).

In line with our results, the surveyed segment of older adults exhibited variations in the persuasive power of media, which were based on their media consumption habits and the historical prevalence of traditional media during the period of their growth. For example, television was frequently cited by the Silver generation as the main source of information, entertainment, and marketing exposure content (Nieto et al., 2022). However, due to the rising use of social media platforms and the preference of the younger generation, the significance of using digital marketing has dramatically expanded (Boyland et al., 2020; Nöjd et al., 2020).

Furthermore, previous research has demonstrated that nutritional and health claims positively affect consumer preferences and buying behavior (de-Magistris and Lopéz-Galán, 2016; Ballco et al., 2019, 2020). iGens consumers are increasingly demanding transparency in food labeling and asserting their right to make informed decisions regarding their dietary preferences (Clodoveo et al., 2022).



6. Conclusion


6.1. Main outcomes

The study showed significant differences between iGeneration and Silver generation in several aspects related to sustainability. iGeneration tends to support animal welfare, organic farming, recyclable packaging, and purchasing of new innovative products. On the opposite, the Silver generation indicated higher agreements toward eating predominantly Slovak dishes, reducing food waste, monitoring the expiration date or shelf life, having favorite products, preparing fresh food, and eating regularly several times a day, as well as considering the price of products as the most important thing and Slovak food to be of high quality. In addition, both generations indicated low promotion of local producers and local specialties. The Silver generation tends to consider television and the press to be the most important sources of information while the iGeneration indicated higher agreement toward reading information about food, nutrition, and product composition. In addition, recyclable packaging is a more important criterion for the younger segment.



6.2. Managerial implications

The implications of the study can be classified into three distinct categories. The study's results have demonstrated the importance of marketing and communication approaches within the food sector. Understanding the elements that influence food selection and preference among the iGens and Silver generation can help marketers tailor their communication and promotional efforts. The iGens demographic can be effectively engaged and influenced in their decision-making through the prioritization of sensory attributes, product information on labels, and recommendations. This can be achieved through the utilization of contemporary digital platforms or social media. Conversely, the emphasis of the Silver generation on price highlights the significance of affordability and cost-effectiveness in marketing strategies. Furthermore, the research indicates the necessity of endorsing local and regional food producers as a means of addressing the perceived deficiency in promotion within these regions.

The research sheds light on the criteria that support environmentally conscious dietary practices among iGens and Silver generation. The findings highlight the importance of taking into account personal preferences toward nutritious dietary habits, originality, regional cuisine, environmental stability, and ecological aspects. By strategically aligning marketing initiatives with these identified factors, stakeholders can effectively promote and facilitate the adoption of sustainable food consumption practices among these two generational cohorts. Additionally, the study emphasizes the need for transparent full data regarding product composition and nutritional content.

Policymakers can use the study's findings to inform their decisions about how to regulate the sale and distribution of food. The silver generation's food affordability is only one example of how understanding generational gaps can help policymakers build more effective solutions. To further ensure responsible and ethical practices in food marketing, legislative bodies should incorporate the effect of social media and digital marketing into their regulatory frameworks.



6.3. Limitations

The study's limitations are linked to the reliance on self-reported measures to gather information on attitudes toward food consumption and marketing communication preferences. An additional limitation relates to the national scope of the study, which solely concentrates on two specific age cohorts, namely the iGeneration and the Silver Generation, as well as the fact that the study is representative only based on gender. The potential generalizability of the findings may be constrained by conducting the study solely at a national level, as variations in food consumption behaviors and marketing communication preferences may exist across diverse regions and countries, and is due to cultural, socio-economic, and environmental factors. Furthermore, future studies should not limit themselves to a single country but instead employ multiple countries and cultures. Moreover, consumer attitudes could be analyzed on other sustainability and environmental aspects.
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