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Introduction: Morocco is currently witnessing a growing interest in organic food as awareness of health and environmental benefits rises.

Objective: This study aims to evaluate organic food consumption as well as to understand the underlying factors influencing the consumption patterns, including consumers’ preferences and motivations as well as the challenges they face in Kenitra (Morocco).

Method: Data was collected through an anonymous household survey involving 442 respondents, aged 18 and above targeting the population of Kenitra.

Results: The findings reveal that in 60% of the Kenitra households organic foods comprise 1-25% of all the foods consumed, highlighting a growing interest in these products. However, several barriers were identified, including insufficient availability and accessibility of organic products, as well as limited product variety at local shopping places, and the perceived high prices of organic foods, which continue to hinder organic food consumption. Moreover, consumers expressed a need for better access to organic products and emphasized the importance of reasonable pricing, considering it as a significant factor in their decision-making process.

Conclusion: Understanding the dynamics of organic food consumption in Kenitra and the eating attitudes and behaviors of its residents will provide valuable insights that can be employed to reshape future local policies, strategies, and market developments, in response to the changing demands and preferences of the population while promoting the adoption of organic food in the region and the whole country.
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1 Introduction

In recent years, the global food industry has witnessed a substantial shift in consumer preferences towards healthier and more sustainable food choices (Lindgren et al., 2018). One prominent manifestation of this trend is organic food that has gained popularity as a healthier and more environmentally conscious alternative to conventionally produced food items (Boobalan and Nachimuthu, 2020; Suciu et al., 2019). Organic food is characterized by its adherence to environmentally friendly farming practices and the absence of synthetic chemicals, fertilizers and pesticides, or any use of growth hormones, genetic modification with limited use of antibiotics (Olson, 2017). Morocco, as a North African country and with its diverse agricultural landscape and burgeoning food market, due to its location at the crossroads of Africa and Europe, has not remained immune to this global movement. In this context, Morocco started multiple action plans and programs to support its organic agricultural sector—starting from the Green Morocco Plan (launched in 2008 and lasting 12 years) to the Green Generation Plan (2020–2030)—which had the general objective to improve the organic agricultural production of the country (Ministry of Economy and Finance, 2019). In 2020, the total cultivated organic area reached 310,303 ha. In terms of production, the sector generated a volume of 120,000 tonnes in 2019 against 40,000 tonnes in 2010 (Ministère de l’agriculture, 2023). Furthermore, 83% of the organically cultivated area is located in five main key regions, namely Fes-Meknes, Marrakech-Safi, Sous-Massa, Casablanca-Settat and Rabat-Salé-Kenitra. The primary crops grown organically in Morocco are olives, almonds, medicinal and aromatic plants (MAP), fruits and vegetables. In addition, there are wild collections such as argan, carob, aromatic plants, prickly pear and capers (Ministère de l’agriculture, 2023). Notably, the majority of these organic agricultural products are intended for export, with export volumes rising significantly from 7,230 tonnes in 2007 to 18,000 tonnes in 2019. This includes 8,000 tonnes of fresh products and 10,000 tonnes of processed products. Most exports consist of fruits, fresh vegetables, and processed products, particularly frozen orange juice, argan oil and its derivatives (e.g., cosmetics), canned green beans, products from medicinal and aromatic plants, frozen strawberries, and capers in brine. The main destination markets for these exports are France, Spain, Italy, Germany, Netherlands, Scandinavia, Lithuania, the USA, Canada, and certain Asian countries such as Japan and South Korea (AgriMaroc, 2020a,b).

Organic food has gained substantial popularity in the country and a significant portion of Moroccan consumers increasingly turned to organic options (AgriMaroc, 2020a,b), especially since the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic and its gravest effect on public health, economy, quality of life, and food security around the world (Naseer et al., 2023; Azizi et al., 2020; Kakaei et al., 2022). This surge can be attributed to several factors. Firstly, the pandemic raised awareness about the importance of health and well-being, prompting individuals to seek out foods that are perceived as healthier and safer. For this reason, organic products, known for their focus on natural and chemical-free cultivation methods, became an appealing choice for those looking to bolster their immune systems and reduce exposure to potentially harmful substances, considering them as the main weapon to fight SARS-CoV-2 virus. This is due to the quarantine and the media influence (Ben Khadda et al., 2022).

Additionally, the disruption of global supply chains during the pandemic led to a renewed interest in locally-sourced and sustainable Moroccan food options, further boosting the demand for organic produce within Morocco. In the same context, a Moroccan study (El Bilali et al., 2021) found that the COVID-19 pandemic’s effects on food safety and the ensuing concern over virus transmission have increased the consumption of locally produced Moroccan food items. As a result, Moroccan consumers are becoming more inquisitive about the origins of the food they buy (El Bilali et al., 2021). As health consciousness continues to grow and the preference for organic practices becomes more ingrained, the consumption of organic food in Morocco continued its growth even beyond the pandemic (AgriMaroc, 2020a,b).

Despite this, organic food consumption in Morocco is still very limited and concentrated in the big cities such as Casablanca, Marrakech, Rabat, etc. (ConsoNews, 2023; L’agriculture bio dans le monde, 2020). The data concerning the different aspects of organic products consumption as well as Moroccan consumers’ food attitudes are very limited and not fully understood. To our knowledge, no study has discussed the consumption of organic food in Kenitra province (north-western Morocco) or consumer’s perception toward these products.

In this context, the present study aims to assess the consumption level of organic food in Kenitra province by determining the percentage of organic food consumption and identifying the most commonly consumed organic foods in this region. The study also aims to understand consumers’ attitudes, behavior and perception towards these products, and uncover their motivations for choosing organic food as well as the challenges faced in its adoption. Additionally, this article examines the status of organic food purchases by households in Kenitra over the past 5 years and pinpoints the key factors contributing to the increase in purchases.



2 Materials and methods

This study is part of SysOrg project titled “Organic agro-food systems as models for sustainable food systems in Europe and northern Africa.” It was conducted in 2021 by Ibn Tofail University (Faculty of Sciences) in collaboration with partners from Copenhagen University, Warsaw University of Life Sciences, Council for Agricultural Research and Economics, Munster University of Applied Sciences, University of Kassel and International Centre for Advanced Mediterranean Agronomic Studies (CI-HEAM-Bari).

Data was collected through a comprehensive survey “Household Survey of Diet, Organic Food Consumption and Food Waste” that covers three different perspectives: diet, organic and food waste perspective. The survey was structured into five parts, the first part focusing on socio-demographic information, while the subsequent parts cover various aspects related to the three aforementioned perspectives. However, for the purpose of this study, our focus is on the Socio-demographic and the organic aspects only. These parts of the questionnaire consisted of a range of various variables including age, gender, education level, household income, etc. as well as the frequency of consumption of 24 organic food groups utilizing the following frequency categories: always, often, sometimes, never, I do not know, in addition to questions related to eating habits, attitudes and preferences towards organic products.

Prior to the main data collection, the survey instrument underwent a rigorous validation process to ensure its reliability and effectiveness. This included pretesting with a small subset of participants (20 respondents) to identify and address any ambiguities, inconsistencies, or potential issues with the survey questions.

The survey was initially conducted with a sample of 663 households over a three-month period (January–April 2022). After processing, cleaning, and removing incomplete or incorrectly filled responses, the dataset was refined to 442, representing the final sample size. All the participants were adults aged 18 years or older and living in Kenitra.

The survey employed a variety of methods, including face-to-face interviews (streets, beaches, parks, etc.), telephone interviews, and online surveys using all social media platforms, depending on the convenience of the participants. This multi-modal approach was chosen to maximize participation and representation. The participants were selected based on two criteria: being adults and residing in Kenitra. Before analysis, the data was coded and collected in Excel sheets. The SPSS package version 26 was used to analyse the collected data. In this research, we used descriptive analysis by means of descriptive statistics such as frequencies and percentages.


2.1 Ethical aspects

The study was conducted with proper authorization from the Regional Directorate of Health in the Rabat-Salé-Kénitra region and approved by the regional Ethics Committee (CERB05/22). The participants provided their consent freely and with full knowledge of the study’s details.

To generalize the findings of this study, a larger and more diverse sample should be performed to increase the conclusions and reliability.




3 Results


3.1 Socio-demographic characteristics of the participants

A total of 442 respondents took part in this survey, including 50.20% women and 49.80% men. The full socio-demographic breakdown is shown in Table 1. The major participation recorded was within the age group 18–34 years old (52.49%). This reflects that the majority of the participants were young people. Regarding the level of education, a large portion (47.51%) had a university level, either bachelor’s or master’s degree, 15.61% had a high school education, and only 4.52% had no formal education or had a primary level (9.2%). For the disposable net household income, 21.49% announced that they get from 36,001 to 60,000 Moroccan dirhams per year (MAD; 10 MAD ≈ 1 USD), while most of the participants (47.50%) preferred not to answer this question. Almost 64% of the participants spent 26–50% or more of their net household income on food purchases per month; while 30.7% spent between 10–25%; the remaining respondents (4.75%) spent less than 10% on food purchases per month.



TABLE 1 Sociodemographic characteristics of the participants (n = 442).
[image: Table1]

Figure 1 presents the declared share (percentage) of organic food in all the food consumed by the surveyed population. According to the results, the majority of the participants exhibit restrained or limited engagement with organic food consumption. Specifically, 60% of the respondents declare 1–25% share of organic food in their diet, while in the diet of 25% of consumers organic food constituted 26–75% of all foods consumed. The percentage of respondents declaring organic food share of more than 75% is only 3%. The remaining respondents (12%) reported that they do not eat any organic food at all.

[image: Figure 1]

FIGURE 1
 Percentage of organic food in all the foods consumed by the surveyed population (n = 442).




3.2 Insights into the organic consumption patterns among the participants



TABLE 2 Consumption frequency of organic food categories by surveyed population (n = 442).
[image: Table2]

Among the diverse food groups presented in Table 2, organic fruits and vegetables were declared to be consumed “Often” or “Sometimes” by almost 50% of the respondents and only less than 10% of the respondents never consumed them at all. While more than 26% of the respondents stated that they are unsure whether they consume organic or non-organic fruits/vegetables.

Organic cereal products, including bread as one of the prominent food staples in Morocco, were consumed “Sometimes” or “Often” by more than 30% of the respondents, while less than 15% of them never consumed them at all; and more than 30% of respondents remain uncertain about the organic status of the cereal products/bread they consume.

Organic meat and processed meats were consumed “Sometimes” by nearly 13%, and “Never” by over 20%, while a substantial portion of the respondents (41%) admitted uncertainty about their stance on organic or non-organic consumption of meat and processed meat selecting the “I do not know” option.

For organic milk and dairy products, “Often” emerged as the most prevalent category, with approximately 27% of the participants indicating that they frequently opt for organic milk; the “Never” category, encompassed approximately 11% of the respondents.

Organic eggs were consumed “Sometimes” by 25%, “Often” by 20%, and “Never” by 11% of the interrogated population.

The associations between the consumption of organic food groups and gender, obtained using the chi-square test. As shown in Table 3, a significant association was revealed between potatoes, bread, nuts, eggs, meats/processed meats, dairy products, cheese, butters, drinks, and gender (p ≤ 0.05). However, no significant association are observed between gender and the other variables such as fruits, vegetables, legumes, fish/shellfish, milk, sweet/desserts and salty snacks.



TABLE 3 Organic food consumption patterns among men and women in Kenitra (n = 442).
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Table 4 shows the associations between organic food consumption and disposable net household income. A significant association (p ≤ 0.05) was revealed between vegetables, legumes, nuts, cheese, meat/processed meat, fish/shellfish, eggs, cereal products, bread, potatoes, dairy products, butter/margarine and income. However, there is no significant association between income and the other variables such as fruits/dry fruits, milk, sweets/desserts, and salty snacks.



TABLE 4 Organic food consumption across different income levels of the surveyed population.
[image: Table4]

The associations between organic food consumption and education level are presented in Table 5. A significant association (p ≤ 0.05) was revealed between vegetables, legumes, nuts, meat/processed meat, fish/shellfish, eggs, cereal products, bread, potatoes, milk, dairy products, butter/margarine, desserts/sweets, salty snacks and level of education. However, there is no significant association between the level of education and the other variables such as fruits/dry fruits, cheese, and drinks.



TABLE 5 Organic food consumption patterns by different education levels of the surveyed population (n = 442).
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Figure 2 presents the findings on the factors affecting food choices among the surveyed population. The results indicate that “safety” is highly prioritized by households (over 75%) when making food choices, followed by “freshness,” “naturalness,” “nutritional value,” “taste,” “composition,” “price” and “seasonality” (50% or more).

[image: Figure 2]

FIGURE 2
 Factors/criteria that influence the food choice of the surveyed population (n = 442).


Figure 3 presents the results of the important aspects for the surveyed population when considering the concept of “sustainability.” The results indicate that “healthy,” “availability and affordability of food for all,” “organic,” “low environment impact,” and “no use of pesticides and GMOs” are very important aspects for households when they think of sustainable food (over 50%), followed by “fair revenue for farmers” and “animal welfare.”

[image: Figure 3]

FIGURE 3
 Perceptions of Kenitra consumers on the importance of sustainable food aspects (n = 442).


Figure 4 shows the respondents’ attitude towards changing their food habits into more sustainable diet.

[image: Figure 4]

FIGURE 4
 The attitude of Kenitra’s population toward adopting more sustainable food habits (n = 442). (A) Responses from participants willing to change their food habits, indicating the specific actions they are ready to take. (B) Responses from participants unwilling to adopt sustainable food habits, highlighting the main barriers preventing such changes.


Out of all respondents, 57% expressed their willingness to change their food habits towards a more sustainable diet. However, 11% of the respondents reported that they were not interested in changing their food habits, indicating a resistance to change. Additionally, 32% of the respondents were unsure about their willingness to change their food habits, showing a lack of clarity or information about sustainable eating practices.

Figure 4A shows that 60% of the respondents who are willing to change to a more sustainable diet mentioned that they are ready to change food habits into eating more certified food, incorporating seasonal fruits and vegetables into their diets, prioritizing more locally produced food (41%), spending more on sustainable food (30%), and wasting less food at their home (26%).

As shown in Figure 4B, for the ones who do not want to change; more than 50% of households mentioned that the main reason preventing them from eating sustainably is the price (60% responded with “too expensive”), and the lack of sustainable products in their shopping/eating places (35%).

Figure 5 reveal that only 28% of the respondents indicated that they procure their food from alternative outlets beyond traditional supermarkets. While the majority of the respondents (72%) indicated that they exclusively rely on supermarkets for their food supply. Among those who partake in these alternative approaches, 58% indicated that they do so on an intermittent basis “Sometimes,” while 32% reported frequent engagements “Often.” A smaller fraction of 8% expressed a consistent commitment by claiming to “always” purchase their food from such initiatives. While only 2% confessed uncertainty regarding their purchasing patterns in this context.

[image: Figure 5]

FIGURE 5
 Alternative food sources and their frequency of use by the surveyed population (n = 442).


Based on the findings “farmers’ markets” are the most popular choice for 60% of the respondents indicating that they obtain their food from these markets. “Directly purchasing from farms” is also a significant option, with 40% of the respondents choosing this method. “Specialized organic shops” and “consumer cooperatives” have moderate levels of participation at 15 and 30%, respectively. “Owning or cultivating food at home” has limited adoption, with only 17% of the respondents engaging in this practice. Moreover, “Online shops” are the least preferred option, with only 0.9% of the respondents utilizing them to source their food.

Based on the results (Table 6) more than 50% of the respondents indicated that “Good for health,” “Natural,” “High quality,” “without pesticide and synthetic fertilizer residues,” “Environmentally-friendly production,” “Seasonal,” “No genetically modified organisms (GMOs),” “Sustainable” are the characteristics most associated with organic food.



TABLE 6 The association of organic food with listed characteristics by the surveyed population (n = 442).
[image: Table6]

The survey results reveal several factors that influence consumers’ decisions regarding the purchase of organic food (Figure 6). The most prominent reason for not purchasing organic food appears to be “the high prices,” with 64% of the respondents justifying their choice for not buying organic food based on cost considerations. Additionally, a significant percentage (53%) indicate “availability and accessibility” as a barrier to purchasing organic food. “Mistrust in certification” (42%) and “poor assortment of products” also play a role in dissuading consumers from opting for organic options. Interestingly, the “inability to distinguish organic products in the market” (39%) and a “lack of knowledge about the benefits of organic food” (15%) contribute to the reasons for not choosing organic. However, it’s worth noting that a small minority (3%) of the respondents express unwavering commitment to buying organic food, regardless of these factors.

[image: Figure 6]

FIGURE 6
 Factors that influence Kenitra consumers’ decisions regarding the non-purchase of organic food (n = 442).


Among the participants, a significant majority corresponding to 74% indicated that it is very important to them that organic food is locally produced. Meanwhile, only a small percentage (2%) reported that it is not important at all to them that organic food is locally produced (Figure 7). For the meaning of the term “local organic product,” 61% of the participants closely associated this term with national identity. Conversely, 34% of the participants consider the term synonymous with products originating from their respective provinces or regions. A smaller percentage (3%) links “local organic product” to the Mediterranean area. The remaining 2% selected the “Other” category, indicating a variety of interpretations that extend beyond the provided options (Figure 7).

[image: Figure 7]

FIGURE 7
 Importance and the meaning of “locally produced organic food” for the surveyed population (n = 442).


Among the respondents, only 15% reported a significant increase in the purchase of organic food in their households over the past 5 years (Figure 8). Meanwhile, 33% of the respondents reported a slight increase in the purchase of organic food over the same period. Although not as substantial as the first group, this still demonstrates a positive trend towards incorporating more organic food into their diets/shopping habits. However, the majority of the respondents, comprising nearly 52%, indicated that the purchase of organic food in their household has not increased at all over the last 5 years.

[image: Figure 8]

FIGURE 8
 Status of organic food purchases in the Kenitra households over the past 5 years (n = 442).


Those households who reported increased consumption of organic food over the past 5 years were further asked about the reasons behind this increase. Based on the results, 64% of the respondents stated that their awareness of the health benefits of organic food has increased (Figure 9). Other respondents have become more aware of the positive impact of organic production on the environment and animal welfare (41%). Furthermore, 36% of the respondents consider the reduced presence of pesticide residues, artificial fertilizers, and food additives as motivating factors for purchasing organic food. Another 33.5% of the respondents have started paying more attention to the quality of the food they buy for their households, making it a significant reason for the rise in organic food purchases among the majority of Kenitra households. In contrast, only 27% of the respondents cited personal or family illnesses as a reason for the increase in organic food purchases in their households.

[image: Figure 9]

FIGURE 9
 Reasons contributing to the increase of organic food purchases by households in Kenitra (n = 442).





4 Discussion

The limited consumption of organic food is still a big challenge, especially for developing countries such as Morocco.

Starting from demographic characteristics and their relationship with organic food consumption, when considering the income combined with “how much of the participants’ monthly income is spent on food purchases,” a significant portion of the surveyed population falls into the 36,001–60,000 MAD/year income bracket (10 MAD ≈ 1USD), and the majority of the respondents dedicating a substantial portion of their earnings/income to food purchases (spent between 26–50% or more). This reflects the importance of food in their overall household budget and suggests that meeting basic nutritional needs is a significant financial commitment for this group. Additionally, a noteworthy 31% of the respondents allocate 10–25% of their income to food, reinforcing the idea that a reasonable portion of their financial resources is directed towards sustaining their nutritional requirements. These findings underscore the financial challenges faced by a significant segment of the surveyed population, in ensuring access to an adequate and balanced diet. Furthermore, another study carried out in Morocco (Abouabdillah et al., 2015) highlighted that the monthly food budget exceeds the level of 900 MAD in more than 65% of households composed of 4–6 members and more.

According to our findings, household income appears to have a significant association with the consumption of organic food, particularly, vegetables, legumes, nuts, cereal products, meat, fish, eggs, bread, potatoes, dairy products, butter (p ≤ 0.05). However, there was no significant associations between income and consumption of organic fruits, milk, sweets/desserts, and salty snacks. These results align with previous studies (Mohamed et al., 2012; Smith et al., 2009), which suggest that higher income significantly affect /influence organic food consumption, thinking that consumers with more financial resources often had the urge to change their food consumption pattern toward safe and more natural food options. In contrast, a study conducted in Saudi Arabia (Khattab et al., 2020) found no effect of income on organic food consumption, noting that the majority of their respondents who consumed organic foods were nutritionally educated and aware of the nutritional and health benefits of these foods, and their consumption decision were based on their belief about the health benefits and the nutritional value of these type of food rather than their income level.

Regarding the level of education, a significant associations was revealed between the consumption of various organic food groups such as vegetables, legumes, nuts, meat, fish, eggs, cereal products, bread, potatoes, milk, dairy products, butter, desserts/sweets, and salty snacks (p < 0.05) and educational level of the surveyed population. This can be explained to the fact that there is a potential link between education and organic food purchase/consumption (Dettmann and Dimitri, 2007; Gundala and Singh, 2021) found that education level affects organic food consumption and that individuals with higher levels of education are more likely to buy organic products than others. This correlation can be attributed to the fact that those with more education often have a greater understanding of the potential health and environmental benefits of organic food which can influence their consumption choices and lead to a higher likelihood of choosing organic foods over conventional alternatives.

Focusing on organic products consumption, out of 442 households, 60% consume 1–25% organic food, while 12% reported that they do not eat any organic food at all. In comparison with a study in Egypt (Mohamed et al., 2012), approximately 32% of their respondents purchase organic foods, whereas 68% of them never do. Another study in Spain (Urena et al., 2008) found that only 12% of their participants purchased organic at least twice a week and identified them as regular consumers, 42% were occasional consumers, while 46% were non-consumers. A cross-sectional Danish study (Andersen et al., 2022) found that 15% of their survey participants reported never consuming organic food, 37% exhibited a moderate level of organic food consumption, whereas just 10% displayed a high level of organic food consumption. A recent study con-ducted in three North African countries (viz. Morocco, Algeria, and Tunisia) (Ben Khadda et al., 2022) found that organic products were consumed occasionally by 42.2%, regularly by 28.7%, while 5.1% of their interrogated population never consumed them at all. Only 6.1% were able to consume these products in a daily basis (Ben Khadda et al., 2022). The same study (Ben Khadda et al., 2022) mentioned that the answer to the question “How many people around you consumes organic products?” was 17.6% of respondents said they knew 1 to 3 people who consume organic products, 9.7% said they knew 3 to 5 people, while 7.4% said they knew more than 9 people.

The results of our study showed that among the households surveyed, 60% reported “milk” as their most consumed organic food, followed by vegetables, eggs, dairy products, fruits and bread. In this context, fruits and vegetables account for the largest share of organic food sales in the United States, constituting nearly 15% of fresh pro-duce sales, with milk and dairy products following as the second largest category (Willer and Lernoud, 2018; Greene et al., 2017). Not only in the U.S., many studies (Radman, 2005; Padel and Foster, 2005; Tsakiridou et al., 2008) showed organic “fruits and vegetables” as the main frequently consumed product category. This trend is mirrored in France where “fruits and vegetables” have consistently held the top spot from 2015 to 2022 among the five most consumed organic food product categories, followed by “dairy products” (Statista, 2022). However, in contrast, a study conducted in Egypt (Mohamed et al., 2012) asked purchasers to determine their most frequently consumed product categories: 36% reported that they consume medicinal and aromatic plants most often, followed by milk, dairy products, fresh vegetables and fruits; organic eggs had the lowest consumption rate in the study (Mohamed et al., 2012).

Conversely, organic sauces, sweets/desserts, fast food, salty snacks, and drinks appear to be less popular choices among the surveyed households. This result is not surprising, firstly because “organic fast food” is relatively rare in Morocco, similarly as for these food categories aforementioned (sauces, sweets, desserts, salty snacks, and drinks) most respondents are not convinced that they exist. In addition, organic food is often associated with natural and sustainable farming practices (Giri and Pokhrel, 2022; Niggli, 2015), which may not align with the fast food industry’s business model because the concept of “fast food” typically involves mass production and processed ingredients. Secondly, organic sweets, desserts and drinks are less commonly consumed because in general, these products tend to be high in sugar and unhealthy ingredients. Moreover, due to rising obesity rates and associated health risks like diabetes, some consumers are increasingly choosing lower-sugar options.

Moreover, the present study identified four categories of organic food consumers, in purpose to understand their behavior and also to take into account the gap between consumers’ behavior and their actual consumption.

These include the regular consumers, occasional consumers, non-consumers and unaware consumers. A substantial portion of the respondents integrates organic products into their consumption routine “on occasion.” This suggests a degree of flexibility in their choices, where they might alternate between organic and conventional based on availability or personal preferences. The occasional consumers category, “rarely” consuming organic products, reveals a smaller but still noteworthy segment of the population who sporadically opt for organic. This group might be influenced by factors such as cost, convenience, or limited access to organic products.

The non-consumers category, stating “never” consuming organic products, indicates a minority of individuals who consciously abstain from consuming organic altogether, potentially due to personal beliefs, taste preferences, or other considerations. The unaware consumers category, which includes those who chose the answer option “I do not know,” representing a substantial portion of this survey, suggests a lack of awareness or attention to whether the products they consume are organic or not. This could reflect a need for greater education increasing awareness and transparency regarding organic food choices.

The current study found that “safety” is highly prioritized by households (over 75%) when making food choices, followed by freshness, naturalness, nutritional value, taste, price and seasonality. Safety is a paramount concern for many consumers, especially families. When it comes to organic food, one of the key reasons people choose it is because they believe it is “safer.” Multiple studies (Bhavsar et al., 2018; Mie et al., 2017; Gomiero, 2018; Rizzo et al., 2020; Tomás-Barberán and Gil, 2008; Drewnowski and Monsivais, 2020) confirmed that consumers’ food choice is based on the assertion that food produced organically is healthier than conventionally produced one. In the same vein, consumers perceive organic food as a safer alternative due to their belief that its consumption lessens the chances of being exposed to illnesses associated with pesticide residues (Bhavsar et al., 2018). On the opposite, a study conducted in Morocco about factors influencing the choice to buy food products (Gharbi et al., 2021) found that 66.5% of consumers prioritize product quality, while 22% prioritize the price at the different points of purchase; in the same study they found that 69.7% of the respondents are interested in purchasing products bearing the “ISO certified” label (Gharbi et al., 2021). Another study (Drewnowski and Monsivais, 2020) considers taste, cost, and convenience the main drivers of food choice and food consumption patterns.

The survey results reveal that “healthy,” “availability and affordability of food for all,” “organic,” “low environment impact” and “no use of pesticides and GMOs” are highly important to Kenitra households when they think of sustainable food. These results emphasize the multi-faceted nature of sustainability in the eyes of the Kenitra households, viewing it as a multidimensional concept, extending beyond environmental considerations and encompassing health, accessibility, equitable distribution, organic farming, and ethical food production.

The current study results revealed that 57% of the participants expressed their willingness to change to more sustainable diet, by incorporating seasonal fruits and vegetables into their diets (70% of households), eating more organically certified food (68%), prioritizing more locally produced food (41%), spending more on sustainable food (30%), and wasting less food at their home (26%). These results remain positive because what concerns changing dietary consumption may be a real challenge in the whole world (Joyce et al., 2014; Macdiarmid, 2013). The definition of a sustainable diet is complex and encompasses multi-faceted (Whittall et al., 2023), and this complexity may be confusing and hard to implement. As a result, willingness to change in some consumers and resistance in others has been reported (Hartmann and Siegrist, 2017; Vanhonacker et al., 2013). A recent research in the UK (Whittall et al., 2023) showed that participants are willing to make changes to more sustainable diet, but there was uncertainty about the actions they could take. In the same study (Whittall et al., 2023), participants expressed a greater interest in minor changes that could be implemented with limited cost or effort. Another survey of 3,000 adults in the UK (Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, 2011) unveiled that only 15% of individuals would change their diet for the benefit of the environment while other studies (van Bussel et al., 2022) revealed that consumers stated their intent to alter towards a more environmentally sustainable diet only for benefiting their own personal health.

However, 10.5% of our respondents reported that they are not interested in changing their food habits, indicating a resistance to change; they mentioned that the main reason preventing them from eating sustainably is the price (60% responded by “too expensive”). In accordance with the present result, a recent research conducted in Malaysia (Cheah and Aigbogun, 2022), revealed that “the high price” is the biggest barrier for eco-conscious consumers. The same reasoning was announced by many studies (Torres-Ruiz et al., 2018; Petrescu et al., 2017; Bryla, 2016; Hamzaoui and Zahaf, 2008; Padel and Foster, 2005; Marian et al., 2014; Wang et al., 2010; Aygen, 2012), carried out across various countries including European and non-European countries which have consistently identified “the high price” as a main obstacle to organic food consumption. The second reason was the lack of sustainable products in their shopping/eating places (35% of respondents). That makes sense because if respondents believe that a specific organic food item is hard to locate and purchase, chances that they will lose interest are high, as they may not be willing to make the required efforts to acquire the food (Cheah and Aigbogun, 2022).

Regarding the source of food purchase, the present research, found that 72% of the respondents rely on supermarkets for their food supply, while only 28% of them indicated that they procure their food from alternatives such as farmers’ markets, food box schemes and community-supported-agriculture; 32% of them reported frequent engagements “Often,” and 58% indicated that they do it “Sometimes.” This inclination towards diversifying food procurement methods signifies a growing awareness and preference for sustainable and locally-sourced options.

Moreover, the present study revealed that “Farmers’ markets” are the most popular alternative choice to obtain food for 60% of those who stated “alternatives” as a source of their food purchase. This reflects a strong preference for fresh, locally-sourced produce from the population and a growing desire among consumers to connect with the source of their food, support local farmers, and access seasonal, fresh products. Furthermore, “farmers’ markets” often offer a wide variety of products, including fruits, vegetables, meats, etc. which makes them an attractive choice for many consumers. In the same context, a study conducted in Morocco (Abouabdillah et al., 2015) confirmed that the “Souk” or traditional market occupies the first rank in shopping places with a percentage of 37% due to the fact that the majority of consumers search for good quality products with low prices.

Souks/traditional markets are followed by purchasing food “directly from farms” that reinforces the appeal of farm-to-table practices. This method allows consumers to establish a direct relationship with producers, potentially ensuring product quality and traceability. It’s likely that individuals who prefer this option value transparency and trust in their food sources. On the opposite, the same precedent study revealed that only 2% of the participants opt for farms as a place for food shopping, explaining it by the fact that it is an unusual habit, especially for people from big cities (Abouabdillah et al., 2015). In the same context, a study carried out in Egypt (Mohamed et al., 2012) found that only 6% of their participants purchase organic food directly from farms, while the majority buy it either from super-markets (58%) or from hypermarkets (36%) (Mohamed et al., 2012).

The reason behind the lower adoption of “Organic shops” as a choice to obtain food is due to the fact that these shops typically offer a range of certified organic and ecofriendly products, which can be more expensive, according to the beliefs of some consumers.

In the same context, low usage of “online shops” could be attributed to several factors such as product quality, shipping costs, and computer illiteracy (especially among elders) and a preference for in-person shopping, especially when it comes to selecting fresh produce. Mistrust in online food shopping platforms and logistical challenges may also be contributing factors.

In this research, we found that organic food is strongly associated with positive attributes like tastiness, health benefits, environmental friendliness, and high quality. However, it is also associated with higher costs and limited accessibility.

Generally, most studies reported that the majority of consumers believe that organic food is more sustainable, healthier, safer, eco-friendlier, of higher quality, cleaner, tastier, and more nutritious (Bryla, 2016; Mkhize and Ellis, 2020; Hughner et al., 2007; Magistris and Gracia, 2008; Bezawada and Pauwels, 2013).

The current study showed that, “high prices,” “availability/accessibility,” “poor assortment of products in shopping place” and “mistrust in certifications” emerged as the main barriers hindering households from purchasing organic products. They are followed by the “inability to distinguish organic products in the market,” while only 15% of the participants mentioned the lack of knowledge about the benefits of organic food as an obstacle to buying it. Similarly, a recent study carried out in Morocco (Ben Khadda et al., 2022) confirmed that the higher price and the non-availability of organic products were the major criteria that have a negative impact on organic purchases in Morocco with almost 55% of their respondents tending to agree (Ben Khadda et al., 2022). These results align with another study conducted in Poland (Bryla, 2016) that also defines the high price as the main critical barrier to the development of organic food purchases, followed by insufficient consumer aware-ness, low availability of organic products, short expiry dates and low visibility in the shop (Bryla, 2016). Price was and still is a worldwide major deterrent for a considerable portion of consumers, potentially limiting the adoption of organic products (Mohamed et al., 2012; Tandon et al., 2020; Buder et al., 2014). On the opposite, a study conducted in Bangladesh (Iqbal, 2015) showed that 60% of their organic buyers do not see the price as a limiting factor, while only 29% mention it as a barrier to not purchasing organic (Iqbal, 2015). Another study carried out in Eastern Croatia (Ham et al., 2016) represented “The negative attitudes toward organic food” as the biggest barrier that largely prevents people’s intention to purchase organic food; such as “organic food tastes worse,” “organic food also contains artificial tastes and additives” and “organic food does not seem attractive to me” (Ham et al., 2016). Availability is another factor that encourages the purchase of organic foods; consumers do not want to spend time searching for organic products, and they prefer readily available products (Caldwell et al., 2009).

It is worth noting that a significant portion of the participants in this study willing to pay more for organic food products. For this category, the price is not a hurdle. This can be attributed to the fact that health concern is the first motivation for those who are willing to pay an extra, premium price for organic food (Mohamed et al., 2012). A study conducted in Kathmandu Valley (Nepal) (Aryal et al., 2009) found that 39% of their respondents perceive that the extra cost for organic products is reasonable, whereas 27% considered it too high. The same study found that 58% of the consumers are willing to pay 6–20% price premium for organic products (Aryal et al., 2009).

Regarding the importance of locally produced organic food, our study revealed that 74% of the respondents indicate that it is very important to them that organic food is locally produced. This reflects a strong preference of Kenitra consumers for sup-porting local farmers and reducing the environmental impact associated with long-distance food transportation, as well as valuing the freshness and sustainability associated with locally sourced organic products. It was also noted that Moroccans are ready to support their country’s economy by leaning more towards the purchase of local products rather than imported ones (Morocco World News, 2021). According to a recent study concerning the consumption of local products in Morocco (Bouallala, 2018), olive oil and dates rank as the most frequently consumed local products. Another research conducted in Morocco (Raif and Abdellatif, 2021) confirmed that the majority of the participants clearly prefer national and regional products; these products are not only consumed for their concrete benefits but also due to hedonistic values, by purchasing or consuming regional products, consumers identify with the region of these products (Raif and Abdellatif, 2021).

However, 2% of the survey participants reported that it is not important at all to them that organic food is locally produced. This group may have different priorities or fewer considerations when it comes to locality and sourcing of their food; this could be due to the fact that Moroccan consumers have abundant options of food products, whereby they have to select between too many types of foreign or local ones (Raif and Abdellatif, 2021) or perhaps consumers’ scepticism of these products. According to the president of the Professional Association of Moroccan Brands, there is a certain mistrust towards local products: “The negative perception of Made in Morocco products comes from several misconceptions, for example, premium merchandise is intended for export with low prices while the second choice would be reserved for the local market with high prices” (AgriMaroc, 2020a,b).

Concerning the current state of organic food purchases in Kenitra households, we found that 15% of the respondents increased the purchase of organic food in their household over the past 5 years, while 33% cited a slight increase in the purchase of organic food. Although the growth rate is still not that big, but still demonstrates a positive trend toward incorporating more organic food into diets.

Based on the results, the rise in organic food purchases in Kenitra households appears slow but still positive. This increase is primarily due to the fact that 64% of the respondents are more aware of the health benefits and positive environmental impact of organic food. The reduced presence of pesticide residues, artificial fertilizers, and food additives also serve as motivating factors for many of consumers. Furthermore, personal or family illnesses have prompted many Kenitra households to opt for organic food, contributing to the overall increase in its consumption in the past 5 years.

However, 52% of the respondents indicated that the purchase of organic food in their household has not increased at all over the 5 years. This suggests that organic food consumption has remained relatively stable or unchanged for this group for various reasons that could be budget constraints, limited availability, etc. as mentioned before.

The main limitations of the study relate to the study’s sample size and representativeness as well as the potential for response bias. As for the sample size, the study would be more valuable if a broader survey takes place, considering a larger and more diverse sample. This could provide a more comprehensive understanding of the community’s attitudes and behaviors toward organic food. It is like this study caught a glimpse of a bigger picture but needs a broader survey, encompassing more places, and more people from various socioeconomic backgrounds (ranging from affluent urban areas to rural regions) in order to find patterns for various socioeconomic groups and settings. The potential for response bias, wherein participants may offer socially desirable answers influenced by current trends or public opinion, could have impacted the accuracy of the results regarding the levels of interest and consumption of organic products in the region, and also other aspects like important sustainability characteristics, food attributes etc. These limitations highlight the need for more extensive and diverse research approaches in future studies.



5 Conclusion

To summarize, the findings from this article shed light on the evolving landscape of organic food consumption in Kenitra (north-western Morocco).

The study has unveiled a significant interest in organic products, with the majority of the respondents demonstrating a willingness to embrace healthier dietary choices. Safety, freshness, and naturalness are top priorities for consumers when making food decisions, emphasizing their concern for quality and health.

More than half of the Kenitra households consume organic food in the range of 1–25%; milk emerges as the leading organic food choice, with a substantial percentage of the population opting for it, followed by vegetables, eggs, dairy products, fruits, and bread. However, it is worth noting that some food categories (e.g., sauces, sweets, and fast food) appear to be less popular in their organic variants.

The preference for locally produced organic food is strong among the surveyed population, underlining the importance of supporting local agriculture and organic farming practices. Despite this growing trend, challenges, such as the perceived high price of organic products, and the limited availability and variety of organic products in shopping places, remain hurdles for households to adopt organic food.

Overall, the results indicate an encouraging shift towards healthier food choices in Kenitra. But the study also emphasizes the importance of raising more awareness regarding organic food within this population. Stakeholders and policymakers in the organic food industry have an opportunity to address challenges and work towards making organic locally-sourced food more accessible, convenient and affordable with more suitable prices, thus further promoting its consumption not only in the region but in the entire country.
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Organic food items Consumption frequency scale Total Mean

Sometimes Rarely Never I do not yalucs
know
Fruits/dry fruits 36 (8.1%) 66(15%) 116 (26.2%) S0(1L3%)  43(97%)  131(297%)  442(100%) 388
Vegetables 22(5%) 9321%) 135 (30.5%) 45(10.2%) 33(75%) | 114(258%) | 442 (100%) 37
Legumes 16 (3.6%) 70 (15.8%) 94.(21.3%) 64(14.5%)  48(10.8%) 150 (34%)  442(100%) 415
Nuts 14(3.2%) 60 (13.6%) 81(18.3%) 49 (11%) 56(127%) | 182(412%) 442 (100%) 440
Bread 49(111) 80(18.1%) 74 (16.7%) 53 (12%) 56(127%) | 130(294%)  442(100%) 385
Cereal products 16 (3.6%) 60 (13.6%) 75 (17%) 61(138%) | 67(151%) | 163(369%) 442 (100%) 443
Potatoes 27(6.1%) 84(19%) 102 (23.1%) 50(1L3%)  SL(LL5%)  128(29%)  442(100%) 390
Meat/processed meat 17(3.8%) 53 (12.2%) 56 (12.6%) 45(102%)  89(20.1%) | 182(4L1%) 442 (100%) 454
Fish/shellfish 40(9%) 57 (12.9%) 63 (14.25%) 28(6.3%) 62(14%) | 192(43.4%)  442(100%) 434
Dairy products 27 (6.1%) 82(18.5%) 119 27%) 55(124%) | 49(IL1%) | 110(49%) 442 (100%) 379
Milk 52(11.8) 96 (21.7%) 118 (26.7%) 63 (14.2%) 30(68%) | 83(18.8%) 442 (100%) 339
Cheese 2(52%) | 74(1674%) 103 (23.3%) 65(147%) | 64(145%) | 113(25.6%) 442 (100%) 393
Butter/margarine 29(6.5%) 88 (20%) 105 (23.8%) 59(133%)  61(138%) | 100(22.6%) 442 (100%) 376
Eggs 45(102) 88 (20%) 111 (25.1%) 53 (12%) SL(LS%) | 94(212%)  442(100%) 359
Drinks 12(28%) 33 (7.4%) 71 (16.1%) 77 (17.4%) 84(19%) | 165(37.3%)  442(100%) 455
Fast food 9(2%) 41(9.3%) 47 (10.6%) SL(LS%) | 123(27.9%) | 171(38.7%) 442 (100%) 470
Sweet/desserts 9(2%) 35 (8%) 57 (129%) 70(158%) | 104(235%) | 167(37.8%) 442 (100%) 464
Sauces 1227%) 27(6.1%) 66 (15%) 77(174%) | 99(224%) | 161(364%) 442 (100%) 460
Salty snacks 10(2.2%) 35 (8%) 66 (15%) 62(14%)  100(226%) | 169(382%) 442 (100%) 462
“The formula used to calculate the mean is: oo X(nxRating) ;" represents the consumption frequency for each category, and Rating represents the scale ranges from

Total number of responses

“Always” to “I do not know” assign values from 1 to 6, respectively.
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Items. Percentage (%)

Gender Women 5020
Men 49380
Age(y) 18-34 5249
35-44 2648
45-54 1583
55-64 407
265 L3
Level of education o formal education 152
Primary education (1-4 years) 929
Lower secondary education 650
(5-10 years)
Upper secondary education 1561
(10-13 years)
Apprenticeship (2-3 years) 9,01
Bachelor’ degree or equivalent 241
level (3 years)
Master’s degree or equivalent 18.10

level (3-+ 2 years)

Doctoral studies (PhD) or higher 7.23
Household size 1 09
(No.of members) 566
3 129
4 172
25 5882
Household income  Up to 36,000 1100
(MAD/y) 36,000-60,000 2149
60,001-90,000 1100
90,001-120,000 429
120,001-150,000 180
150,001-180,000 134
More than 180,000 158
I prefer not to answer 4750
Household net <10 475
income spenton 1o s 3077
food purchaseper ey

month (%)
>50 2104
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Organic food groups Income (MAD/y)*

Up 36,000 36,000-60,000 >60,000
Fruits/dry fruits Always 7 5 9 0083
Often 7 2 19
Sometimes 12 2 2
Rarely 8 16 10
Never 6 19 4
Tdo not know 8 20 19
Vegetables Always 4 3 3 0.046
Often 12 17 25
Sometimes 15 3 30
Rarely 6 9 9
Never 2 18 3
Tdo not know 9 16 19
Legumes Always 4 1 1 0002
Often 7 3 20
Sometimes 13 20 21
Rarely 4 18 20
Never 8 2 3
1do not know 2 2 2
Nuts Always 2 4 4 0.007
Often 8 13 19
Sometimes 14 3 8
Rarely 2 2 17
Never 9 2 8
Tdo not know 13 29 3
Bread Always 8 10 n 0002
Often 4 1 20
Sometimes 14 3 19
Rarely 2 17 13
Never n 2 4
Tdo not know 9 2 2
Cereal products Always 5 4 1 0005
Often 4 10 17
Sometimes 15 14 13
Rarely 4 18 2
Never 10 20 n
Tdo not know 10 30 2
Potatoes Always 5 5 6 0013
Often 7 18 18
Sometimes 15 19 30
Rarely 5 13 10
Never 5 25 4
1do not know n 16 21
Meat/processed meat  Always 6 1 2 0.000
Often 4 14 2
Sometimes 12 3 10
Rarely 4 5 16
Never n 39 14
Tdo not know n 3 35
Fishishellfish Always 6 7 15 0.000
Often 7 15 6
Sometimes n 3 1
Rarely 5 2 12
Never 1 30 8
1do not know 8 39 3
Dairy products Always 6 4 7 0003
Often 4 19 2
Sometimes 15 21 25
Rarely 9 6 8
Never 7 25 6
1do not know 7 21 18
Milk Always 8 10 15 0750
Often 10 21 19
Sometimes 18 31 20
Rarely 5 14 1
Never 3 6 8
1do not know 4 14 13
Cheese Always 4 1 4 0012
Often 7 16 2
Sometimes 9 25 24
Rarely 9 7 13
Never 10 25 6
1do not know 9 2 19
Butter/margarine Always 5 6 7 0007
Often 6 15 29
Sometimes 15 2 15
Rarely 7 10 10
Never n 2 7
1do not know 4 20 21
Eggs Always 5 6 14 0010
Often 3 18 25
Sometimes 16 2 2
Rarely 4 n 9
Never 2 19 5
1do not know 8 19 13
Drinks Always 1 2 4 0002
Often 5 2 9
Sometimes 13 1 i
Rarely 5 15 26
Never 13 35 10
1do not know 1 21 29
Sweet/desserts Always 1 1 3 0.005
Often 2 12 10
Sometimes 12 5 10
Rarely n 15 17
Never 10 0 19
1do not know 2 2 30
Salty snacks Always 2 3 0 0.002
Often 1 1 12
Sometimes 10 6 13
Rarely 7 9 2
Never 16 35 15
Tdo not know 2 32 27

“All income value are reported in Moroccan Dirhams (MAD) and the exchange rate is approximately 1 USD = 10 MAD. The respondents that refused to declare their incomes have been
excluded from the calculation of this table.
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