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Introduction

Taste is one of the most important food product
attributes, including specialty bakery products
(Drugova et al., 2020; Kuhar et al., 2020).
Consumers do not always have accurate product
taste information, such as that based on their
actual past experiences with the product. Often,
they rely on their perceptions and beliefs, which
may be influenced by other product information,
such as appearance or labels, both of which may
bias consumer taste evaluation either positively or
negatively. In turn, taste beliefs rather than actual
taste may influence consumer demand and their
willingness or purchase or pay for a product
(Malone & Lusk, 2017; Neuhofer & Lusk, 2021).

In this fact sheet, we discuss how consumer taste
beliefs related to organic specialty baked goods
differ from their taste beliefs for conventional
specialty baked goods, and whether this difference
affects the amount consumers are willing to pay for
organic-labeled specialty baked goods. In other
words, we examine how an organic label on baked
goods affects taste perceptions and willingness to
pay (WTP). Further, we examine whether providing

information about organic labeling standards
changes consumer taste beliefs and impacts WTP
for organic baked goods. Finally, we examine the
impact of providing taste information to mimic
scenarios where respondents know the actual
taste, to examine if the provided taste information
can compensate for negative taste beliefs. The
analysis used three different specialty baked
goods—bread loaf, croissant, and large cookie.

Data Overview

Data were collected through a nationwide
consumer survey, which was conducted online in
fall 2021. In total, we received 721 responses, of
which 359 respondents were provided information
about organic labeling standards (treatment
group), and the remaining 362 respondents did not
(control group). Table 1 reports summary socio-
demographics for each group. No significant
differences exist in average age, proportion of
females, proportion of households with children,
average education, and average income. This is
important to ensure that results are not due to or
biased by differences between the two groups. The
only difference is the higher proportion of
Caucasians in the control group.



Table 1. Sample Demographics

Variable Description Control  Treatment
(€) (M)

Age 2 =18-24; 3 =25-44; 4 = 45-64; 5 = 65 or more 3.61 3.69

Female 1 =female; 0 = male 0.52 0.48

Children under 18 1 = present in the household; 0 = not present 0.35 0.32

Education level 1 = middle school; 2 = high school; 3 = some college; 4 = 3.69 3.74
2-year college; 5 = 4-year college; 6 = graduate school

Employed 1 = yes, full- or part-time; 0 = no 0.66 0.65

Income level 1 = less than $10,000, ... 6 = $50,000-559,999, ... 12 = 5.98 5.99
$150,000 or more

Caucasian 1=yes;0=no 0.81* 0.74%*

N Number of respondents 362 359

Notes. We compared the average values of both groups. The asterisk (*) denotes the averages are significantly different.

Product Taste Ratings

Respondents were asked to rate the taste of
organic and conventional versions of bread loaf,
croissant, and large cookie on a scale from 1 = very
poor to 5 = very good. Products were not provided
for respondents to taste (the survey was conducted
online), and so the ratings are based on their

previous experiences or beliefs. Table 2 shows
average taste ratings for the examined products,
difference in taste ratings for organic and
conventional products, and the percentage of
respondents who rated the organic product taste
as better, calculated separately for control and
treatment groups.

Table 2. Taste Ratings for Organic and Conventional Baked Goods

Control Treatment

Product (C) (T)
Bread loaf

Organic (O) 3.64 3.55

Conventional (C) 3.99 3.84

Diff. (O - C) -0.35* -0.29*

Organic tastes better % 18.8% 17.8%
Croissant

Organic (0O) 3.66 3.56

Conventional (C) 412 3.93

Diff. (O - C) -0.46* -0.36*

Organic tastes better % 15.2% 17.0%
Large cookie

Organic (0O) 3.61 3.53

Conventional (C) 4.20 4.03

Diff. (O - C) -0.59* -0.50*

Organic tastes better % 13.5% 15.3%

Note. The asterisk (*) means the difference in average ratings between organic and conventional products is statistically significant.

The results show that average taste ratings are
lower for organic products than conventional for all
examined products. This means that consumers
view the taste of organic bakery products as
inferior, and there is no change even when
respondents receive information about organic

labeling standards. This is likely due to consumer
beliefs that organic products are healthy and the
perception that healthy foods are not as tasty
(Raghunathan et al., 2006). Considering the
importance of taste for bakery products, especially
pastry products, this may have negative impacts on
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consumer demand and WTP for these products.
However, some consumers rated the organic
bakery products as tastier, ranging from 13.5% of
respondents for cookies (control group) to 18.8%
for bread (control group).

Consumer Willingness to Pay (WTP)
An experiment was conducted on choice, where
respondents were repeatedly asked to choose a
product they would purchase in a bakery/store.

They also had the option to choose none of the
offered products. The products were described
using taste information (poor taste, fair taste, good
taste, or no taste information), organic and local
label (present or absent), and price. Figure 1 shows
a choice task example for croissants. We used
respondents’ hypothetical choices to calculate their
WTP for each taste level, organic label, and local
label. Average WTP values are reported in Table 3.

Figure 1. Example Choice Task, Croissant

This choice task involves a specialty croissant (see the picture for illustration).

Which of the following options would you choose, given the prices and provided
information? If both prices are higher than what you would pay, you should choose
"none."

$4.50 per croissant

$1.50 per croissant

Fair taste Poor taste
Organic Organic None
Local
I would choose
Table 3. Willingness to Pay (WTP) Values
Bread loaf Croissant Large cookie
Control Treatment Control Treatment Control Treatment

Organic alone $0.63* $0.89* $0.98* S0.66* S0.36* S0.26*
Organic taste belief $3.33* $2.07* $2.03*2 S0.73%*72 $2.17* $1.63*
Organic total $3.96* $2.97% $3.01%° $1.39%° 52.53* 51.89*
Conventional taste belief $3.65* $2.24* $2.29*2 $0.81*2 $2.53* $1.86*
Organic minus conventional 50.31 50.72 $0.73 $0.58 $0.00 $0.03
Local $0.61* $0.77* $0.38* $0.32* $0.26* $0.13
Poor taste -$7.91* -$8.46* -$5.87*7 -$4.79*2 -$3.28* -$3.56*
Fair taste $1.68* $1.47* $0.77* $0.47* $0.59* $0.53*
Good taste $5.89* $5.79* $3.64* $3.30* $3.28* $3.47*

Notes. The asterisk (*) denotes the estimate is statistically significant. WTP is associated with taste beliefs for organic and

conventional products was calculated using average taste beliefs.
The superscript ? denotes that the differences in estimated WTP between the control and the treatment groups for a given bakery

product are statistically significant.



Results in Table 3 show that total WTP for the
organic product ranges between $1.39 for
croissants (treatment group) and $3.96 for bread
loaf (control group). However, most of the WTP
value is linked to consumer taste beliefs. When
taste beliefs are not considered, WTP for the
organic product is between $0.26 for large cookies
(treatment group) and $0.98 for croissants (control
group). As mentioned earlier, consumers often feel
that conventional bakery products taste better
than organic. This is also reflected in their higher
WTP for conventional products. The difference in
total WTP for organic and conventional baked
goods is positive but not statistically different from
zero.

In summary, if taste
beliefs for organic
and conventional
bakery products
. were the same (i.e.,
both products taste
equally good in
consumers’ minds),
then consumers
would be willing to
pay extra for the
3 - B organic version.
A : However, when
considering average taste ratings for organic and
conventional baked goods in our sample, WTP for
the organic product is practically zero. In other
words, on average, organic labels impact taste
perceptions negatively, and the taste beliefs in turn
affect WTP for organics negatively. Still, taste
ratings differ among respondents (some rate the
taste of organic higher, as shown in Table 2). Also,
in the analysis, we assumed that consumers do not
consider their taste beliefs equally when choosing
a product. For example, the organic label may be
more important than taste to some consumers,
and these consumers might be willing to
compromise on the taste.

Comparing WTP values between control and
treatment groups, we find that the values tend to
be lower in the treatment group; they are not

positive, as might be expected. However, the
differences in WTP are statistically significant only
for croissants. Overall, we find that educating
consumers about organic labeling standards does
not improve their taste perceptions of organic
products nor their WTP for organic baked goods.
Finally, results also show that consumers value
good and fair taste but require a discount for poor
taste. We also find that providing positive taste
information such as fair or good taste can
compensate for the impact of negative taste beliefs
on WTP for organic baked goods. Overall,
consumers are also willing to pay extra for the local
label, which we used to denote freshness.

Conclusions

In this fact sheet, we compared taste beliefs
related to conventional and organic specialty baked
goods and their impact on consumer WTP for these
products. We also investigated the impact of
providing information about organic labeling
standards and taste on WTP values.

On average, consumers feel that organic specialty
baked goods taste worse than their conventional
counterparts, which has a negative impact on their
overall WTP for the organic products. However, if
consumers rate organic and conventional products
as equally tasty, then they are willing to pay extra
for the organic products. In fact, we find that there
is a small share of respondents who rate organic
baked goods as tastier, so this segment of
consumers is interested in and willing to pay more
for the organic specialty baked goods. Marketing
efforts should be targeted toward this segment and
much less toward the education of consumers
about organic labeling standards, which did not
help to improve taste ratings nor WTP values.
Providing favorable taste information (e.g., through
sampling) could also help overcome the negative
effect of organic taste beliefs.
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