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The importance of local food also increased during the COVID-19 pandemic, when global food chains were facing

difficulties and the local food system played a key role in agricultural sustainability and food security, although the price

effect of COVID-19 restrictions was relatively small. The development of food consumption is related to the development

of values in society because values determine the attitude that influences the goals set and the behavior to achieve them.

The importance given to food by the consumer also determines the expected satisfaction with the product chosen and

consumed.
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1. Food and Values

In modern Western society, food is not just a basic necessity needed for biological existence, it is associated with a

complex set of assessments that are subjective but at the same time influence social behavior in a densely populated

area. In the context of the mainstream economy, this is a subjective assessment of utility that influences market behavior,

which in turn affects the supply side (see the next section). At the same time, it is often not just a question of market

behavior but of the behavior of a wider social group. According to the Value Belief Norm Theory , altruistic, egoistic,

traditional and openness to change values create a new ecological paradigm that affects awareness by creating changes

in personal norms both in the social and the private spheres. For the consumer, according to this theory, food represents

certain values and belongingness to a certain social group. Of course, pro-environmental behavior patterns are complex

and could be significantly influenced by contextual conditions . Sometimes, it is not possible to define the most

important value that determines a pattern of behavior. For example, consuming less meat could be attributable to both a

concern for the environment and a concern for personal health. It is no surprise that egoism or a concern for health

dominates. However, when choosing healthier food, consumers themselves do not consider the meaning of healthy food

to be the most important thing but rather subordinate it to the moral meaning of food (act in accordance with the idea of

good human behavior) . Interestingly, the same moral meaning of food is also important when it comes to shopping in

small shops, buying local products, not consuming meat and prioritizing quality over quantity; it basically matters how

trendy it looks . The prosocial behavior of consumers (participation in voluntary work, cooperation, donations or

purchases of products generating some social benefit) becomes increasingly popular. Consumers who choose prosocial

food (e.g., fair trade, local, climate-friendly, etc.) are also the most likely to buy organic food, which is a positive fact for

retailers, the country and the whole world. At the same time, this could lead to a certain segmental contrast between

prosocial and conventional food . Research results suggesting that organic food users are more prosocially motivated

are ambiguous. For example, a research study  found that organic food users were less willing to engage in supporting

unfamiliar poor people and that they were significantly more severe in moral judgments. On the one hand, this could be

attributed to the fact that, in some cases, specific food choices, e.g., organic food, are based on the population’s desire to

belong to a group (e.g., luxury or trendy consumers), without related environmental or other prosocial motives. Or, the

motive of consumer behavior is only a concern for nature; yet, humans are the cause of harm to nature and deserve a

critical attitude taken towards them. However, it is clear that the German philosopher Ludwig Feuerbach’s famous saying

from his essay Concerning Spiritualism and Materialism (1863), “you are what you eat”, takes a broader view. Not only

does food affect our mood but we choose food according to our mood and perception of life.

2. Local Food and Inferior Goods (Utility Perspective)

Economics refers to inferior goods, which are defined as goods whose demand decreases with an increase in the

consumer’s income. Basically, inferior goods are those that can be used relatively easily (cheaply) to meet basic survival

needs. In this case, the utility of a good is relatively high, as is the income elasticity of demand for it. As income increases,

the buyer is ready to quickly change the previous buying habits in favor of goods of higher utility. Overall, food has

traditionally been considered to have inelastic demand due to its importance for household consumption, while an

extremely high supply of food in the market forces consumers to make choices about a particular good. The question of
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consumer choice criteria is important, i.e., which criteria—economic, social and environmental—are important to the

consumer’s rating of utility?

Inferior goods are characterized by the fact that they are relatively simple, often of local origin and needed to meet the so-

called basic needs, and food provides nutrients for the human organism. The indigenous nature of such goods could be

characterized by their relatively low price, which protects against a high level of competition. However, the very nature of

such goods might also be the reason why unprocessed food is usually of local origin. It could be reasonably assumed

that: (a) goods are fresher due to the shorter transport route; (b) varieties or species of food ingredients are typical of the

local, customer-accepted cuisine; (c) there is greater certainty in relation to the origin of the goods and their production

and processing technologies; (d) there is an emotional connection with the national product as “one’s own” versus “from

the outside”. There is some contradiction: although inferior goods are inelastic in demand, they might have a certain

value, which increases their utility and thus increases their elasticity, which could mean that goods of domestic origin have

a higher price than those imported from abroad. At least in the case of Latvia, this is obvious . A hypothesis could be put

forward that, as society develops, it consumes more goods of prosocial value, while maintaining interest in relatively

simple, unprocessed goods of known origin (Figure 1).

Figure 1. Artisan food and values.

Increasing the quality of food, which involves processing, inevitably raises the price, which is an essential precondition for

the competitiveness of imported food that significantly increases competition through supplying a variety of goods of

relatively high quality with relatively many added values such as a lower GHG emission footprint, fair trade, sustainability

certificates, etc. In this part of the market segment, locally sourced foods often lose their importance, their elasticity

decreases and consumers choose foods relatively easily without paying much attention to their origin. At the same time, it

is a more important segment of the food market, which provides most of the everyday food basket. What matters is the

“future survival” of local food and consumer decisions that influence their choices and decisions to return to the local food.

In this context, different patterns of expectations  and the possibility of comparing consumer expectations with the

reality after consuming the product are important. If the reality is better than expected, the customer will return and buy

the product again, but if the expectation is not actually met, the buyer will look for an alternative product in case of this

negative confirmation.

Each region has its own specific products, which are expensive and represent a relatively small proportion of daily

consumption. In addition to such products, social, cultural and environmental values are also important for the diversity of

nutrients and foods in everyday consumption. Food and drink have traditionally been part of the code of sacred values for

many nations, including Latvians. Cultural traditions are also a factor influencing the eating habits of modern people .

The annual nature cycle (e.g., cumin cheese—a component of traditional holiday cuisine) is important for the consumption

of only locally available products that are not offered by global food chains. The demand for such products is extremely

inelastic (at least over some period), resulting in a relatively low demand and a relatively high price. In addition to the

segment of inferior goods, this segment is also suitable for local food chains. At the same time, producers need to reckon

with a seasonal, relatively low demand, with no significant growth potential. Medium-sized enterprises often do not
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consider it important to supply such products, which requires the readjustment of their production lines; therefore, there is

a growing interest in this segment from home producers who provide traditionally recognizable or specific products.

3. Factors Influencing the Behavior

The topicality of values changes due to various factors. The effect of income elasticity on utility assessment was already

mentioned above. At the same time, the classical economy is unable to respond to the actions of a large number of

economic entities that make seemingly “illogical” decisions. To explain this, it would be necessary to realize that the

individual, in particular the consumer, is not a logical decision-making machine, or, more precisely, the horizon of decision-

making logic often goes beyond the perception of the factors influencing a particular issue. An explanation is an

awareness that human behavior is determined by evolutionary factors. Humans are biological beings who primarily value

the ability to pass on their genetic information through children. One of the most popular ideas about the dominance of

this function in human behavior is Richard Dawkins’ idea of the Selfish Gene, which states that the motive for human

action is determined by competition, natural selection and the replication of the most appropriate genes essential for

survival . On the one hand, such a view of economic processes is also in line with the basic classical postulates of

economics about an economic individual. On the other hand, rational behavior means to take care of children more than

of one’s own personal existence. This apparent altruistic behavior is essentially based on rational behavior and is

fundamentally consistent with the goal of maximizing utility . It would be logical to assume that people with children

value utility differently, thereby broadening the scope of their assessment. Children, as decision-makers, are not

homogeneous concerning their influence on their parents or their role as buyers. Interestingly, the age of children is

important; for example, there are statistically significant differences in the consumption of organic fish by families with

children under five years of age . It could be assumed that parents take special care of their children, trying to provide

them with the best food possible, depending on their understanding and abilities. At the same time, children are not only

passive factors influencing consumption decisions. It is at a relatively early stage that children themselves begin

consuming various information channels that affect their role in the shopping process . Children can significantly

influence parental choices . At the same time, not only does the child’s own existence need to be taken into account but

also other factors such as parental demographics (family type, maternal employment status), socioeconomic status, the

peculiarities of family communication, child demographics (age, number of children, gender) and the product type .

Assuming that the choices of goods are rational, which has been doubted many times today , limited rationality

explains the purchase of goods as a cognitively emotional process that does not lead to a rational choice of goods.

Accordingly, to reap the maximum benefit of food consumption, it is necessary to consciously analyze the current situation

and realize the predefined values, which is basically a kind of function of maximizing utility. This means, on the one hand,

to significantly limit, in Kaneman’s  terminology, the operation of System 1 (automatic, fast, unconscious control) by

contributing to the operation of System 2, which requires more cognitive efforts and concentration. On the other hand,

conscious or mindful consumption itself is only an instrument that does not contain the attributes of assessment or

decision-making. Before making consumption decisions, as suggested by the Value Belief Norm Theory discussed above,

it is necessary to choose values whether they are hedonic or altruistic. It is possible to apply not only individual values but

also whole value systems, such as religions or secular philosophical systems. Sabrina Helm and Brintha Subramaniam

suggest  the concept of mindfulness borrowed from Eastern religious-philosophical systems and apply a social context

to create socio-cognitive mindfulness as opposed to materialism. The mentioned authors have concluded that

mindfulness and sustainable consumption are interrelated; yet, it should be noted that mindfulness is a religious and

ethical concept that influences the person’s overall worldview. There is a growing movement in favor of conscious

consumption, which aims to increase public awareness of purchasing decisions, taking into account the health of the

consumer as well as the environmental and social aspects.

The availability of relevant information is an essential precondition for informed decision-making. Along with other aspects

related to food, knowledge about healthy, ethical and resource-intensive food consumption becomes increasingly

important nowadays .

In the case of food, the most important information is provided by labels. The EU prescribes the content and amount of

information  that needs to appear on the packaging of goods. However, most food producers do not limit themselves to

the prescribed information, recognizing that it is a means of communication with the consumer. Social media

communication with the public is the norm today; bloggers on YouTube and Twitter and various other bloggers publish

daily news about food, the origin of food, the production process and what food is and is not safe. The public consumes

this information without drawing a line between opinions, facts, true information and fiction. In some cases, consumers

choose not to know the information that indirectly indicates the negative effects of consuming the desired food (calories in

sweets, carcinogens, etc.) . However, the availability of information undoubtedly affects the ability of consumers to
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increase their wellbeing; although, in some cases, the consumer lacks the wish, possibility and time to analyze the

information—for example, on the effects of specific chemical additives .
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