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THE DEMAND FOR ORGANIC FRUIT 
AND VEGETABLE PRODUCTS IN EU COUNTRIES: 

A SURVEY OF THE EXPECTATIONS OF MARKET AGENTS 

1. INTRODUCTION 

Recent developments in the 
demand for food have been 
characterised by a shift to
wards higher quality and 
better food safety stan
dards. This pattern is relat
ed both to higher incomes 
and the increased aware
ness of the importance of a 
healthy diet (see, inter alia, 
Bellia, 1987; Senauer, 1990; 
Connor, 1994; Carra, 1999). 
A significant element in this 
change has been a marked 
increase in the demand for 
organic foods, and in par
ticular organically grown 
fruit and vegetable prod
ucts, which by 1999 repre
sented about 3% of all fruit 
and vegetable consumption 
in the EU (Table 1)(1). 
These goods embody many 
of the key characteristics of 
the new fashion in con
sumer diet: they are health-
ier and better tasting, and 
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ABSTRACT 

This study investigates the reasons for the relatively modest increase 
in the consumption of organic products in recent years. A survey has 
been carried out to explore the role of marketing issues in the con
sumption of organic fruit and vegetables in various EU countries. The 
results indicate that the demand for organic products is likely to re
main small unless there will be a significant change in the marketing 
strategy of these products. Specifically, the results of our survey indi
cate that their consumption is unlikely to increase much unless prices 
for organic fruit and vegetables are reduced significantly and an effort 
is made to increase consumers' understanding of organic products and 
their certification. In addition, an improvement in the regularity of 
supplies is needed to expand of the role of large retailers in the mar
keting of these products. 

RESUME 

Cette etude analyse les causes de I'augmentation relativement modeste 
de la consommation de produits biologiques ces dernieres annees. Une 
enquete a ete effectuee afin d'explorer les possibilites d'evolution de la 
consommation de fruits et legumes biologiques dans differents pays de 
I'VE. Les resultats indiquent que la demande de produits biologiques 
est susceptible de demeurer faible a moins qu'il n y ait un changement 
significatif dans leur strategie de commercialisation. Notamment, les 
resultats de l'enquete montrent que la consommation d'aliments bi
ologiques est fortement liee et donc dependante de leurs prix de 
marche. Un effort devrait aussi etre entrepris pour ameliorer la con
naissance des consommateurs des produits biologiques et leurs meth
odes d'homologation. En outre, une amelioration de la regularite des 
approvisionnements est necessaire pour le developpement du role de la 
grande distribution dans la commercialisation de ces produits. 

However, so far the shift in 
favour of these goods has 
been rather modest. An in
depth analysis of the 
strengths and weaknesses 
in the marketing of organic 
fruit and vegetables is need
ed to identify the most like
ly future developments in 
the demand for these prod
ucts. This paper presents 
the results of a survey of 
wholesalers and intermedi
ate consumers which has 
been carried out to investi
gate this issue. Jointly with 
other sources of informa
tion, the results of the sur
vey provide information on 
current bottlenecks and fu
ture trends in the marketing 
of these products in the EU, 
and suggest possible strate
gies for improvement. 

2. THE SURVEY ME1BODOLOGY 

The survey has been carried 
out in October 1999 to in
vestigate existing bottle

their quality (shape, colour, perishability) is as good as 
that of traditionally grown fruit and vegetables (Huang, 
1996; Organic Control Italy, 2000). 
It appears reasonable to expect a substantial increase in 
the demand for these products. 

necks in the marketing of organically grown fruit and 
vegetable products. Due to financial constraints the 
sample size has been limited to 63 individuals, of which 
23 in Italy, 15 in the UK, 14 in Germany and 11 in 
France (Table 2). 

(*) Department of Agricultural Economics (DISEAE), University of Catania, 
Italy. 
A former version of mis paper was presented to me 71st Seminar of the Eu
ropean Association of Agricultural Economists (EAAE), held in Zaragoza, 
Spain, April 2001. 
The aumors would like to thank Prof. Francesco Bellia and Prof. Giuseppi
na Cami of the University of Catania for their many useful comments. All 
responsibility remains our own. The work is me result of a joint effort of 
both authors. In particular, Iuri Peri is responsible for Sections 1, 2, 3.1 and 
3.2, and Antonio Nucifora is responsible for Sections 3.3, 3.4, 4 and 5. 
(') In mis study we refer to: i) 'traditional' fruit and vegetables, which are 
grown following standard agro-chemical practices (i.e. use of chemical 
sprays at regular intervals); ii) 'Integrated Pest Management' (IPM) fruit and 
vegetables, which are grown using only essential amounts of fertiliser and 
pesticides (in accordance to IPM cultivation techniques spelled out in EU 
Reg. 2078/92); and iii) 'organic' fruit and vegetables, which are grown 
making no use of dangerous fertilisers and pesticides (also spelled out in EU 
Reg. 2078/92). 

19 

The individuals have been selected on the basis of the 
involvement in the organic fruit and vegetables indus
try. The people interviewed include 'the buyers' of the 
main distribution platforms, both in Italy (such as Es-

Table 1 The structure of demand for fruit and vegetable products 
in Italy. 

Production type I % 

Traditionally grown 57.2 
IPM grown 40.0 
Organic grown 2.8 

Source: Organic Controlllaly (2000). 
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Table 2 Structure of the sample by category and nationality. 

Type of fIrm by country UK France Germany Italy 

Producers' associations, 

Cooperatives 1 5 2 7 

Wholesalers, import-export firms 13 4 12 7 

Large retailers, franchising 1 2 - 9 

TOTAL No. 15 11 14 23 

(%) (23.8) (17.5) (22.2) (36.5) 

Source: Authors' survey. 

selunga, Pam, COOp, Standa, Crai and Conad) and in the 
EU (such as Auchan, Marks and Spencer, Asda), as well 
as the main producers' organizations (such as Prince De 
Bretagne), the main pioneers of organic production 
(such as the French Bioprim and the Italian Brio), im
portant trading companies (such as Gruppo Coferata, 
Apofruit, 11 Consorzio Conepro), and agents of the ma
jor fruit and vegetables import-export firms and service 
providers for the large retailers. 
Specifically, 57% of the sample is constituted of import
export or wholesalers, 24% is a member of a producers' 
organisation or a cooperative and the remaining 19% 
belongs to the large distribution and retail 
networks/firms (Table 2)(2). 
The limited financial resources available and the highly 
heterogeneous nature of the distribution channels for 
fruit and vegetable products, have dictated the choice 
to focus on a qualitative investigation. In fact, the sam
ple size required to carry out a significant quantitative 
analysis would have been substantially larger. It has 
been chosen instead to focus on the response of a small 
sample of 'privileged' agents who are close to the evo
lution and the problems of the sector. 
The questionnaire is composed of 17 questions investi
gating the availability of supplies throughout the year, 
the (perceived) importance of quality certification and 
brands, the importance and recent trends in packaging, 
the existing problems in the marketing of the products, 
the price wedge between traditional and organic prod
ucts, and the expectations for future developments. 

3. THE RESULTS OF THE SURVEYS 

The results of the survey provide a reasonably defined 
picture of recent developments and future expectations 
in the demand for these products. 
More important, the results highlight existing marketing 
problems, and investigate the role of current pricing 

(') The terms "agent" and "firm" will be used interchangeably in the tables 
throughout the study to refer to the individuals interviewed and the firms 
they represent. 
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TOTAL 

No. I (%) 

15 (23.8) 

36 (57.2) 

12 (19.0) 

63 

(100) 

strategies and the role of quality . 
standards and certification. 

3.1. Recent evolution 
of the demand for organiC fruit 
and vegetable products 
The demand for organic fruit and 
vegetable products has been in
creasing in recent years. Most 
agents believe that while the de
mand for traditional fruit and veg
etables has remained constant over 
the last few years, the demand for 
IPM (Integrated Pest Management) 
fruit and vegetables and especially 

the demand for organic products have been increasing 
(Table 3). 
The increase in demand is also reflected in the rise in 
the number of firms which trade organic products. Most 
of the firms interviewed have been dealing with tradi
tionally grown fruit and vegetable products for over 5 
years (94%). Similarly, most firms have been marketing 
IPM products for over 5 years (89%). In the case of or
ganic fruit and vegetables, however, as many as 32% of 
the firms began marketing these products as late as 
1999, and only 18% of the firms have been dealing with 
them for more than 5 years (Table 4). 
However, in spite of recent increases, the demand for 
these products remains small (see Table 1 above). Re
spondents estimate that at present the relative impor
tance of organic products in total fruit and vegetable 
sales is between 1% and 5% in Italy and France and the 
UK, and somewhat higher in Germany (reaching 20% in 

Table 3 Recent trends in the demand for traditional, 
IPM and organic fruit and vegetables. 

Agents' I Traditional I IPM I Organic 
opinion (0/0 of 52 firms) (% of 45 fIrms) (% of 34 firms) 

Increasing 9.6 55.6 70.6 
Stable 86.5 44.4 29.4 
Decreasing 3.8 - -

Source: Authors· survey. 

Table 4 Years of experience in the marketing of fruit and vegetable 
products. 

Years of I Traditional I IPM I Organic 
experience (% of 52 firms) (% of 45 fIrms) (% of 34 firms) 

1 years 1.9 4.4 32.3 
2-3 years - - 29.4 
4-5 years 3.8 6.7 20.6 
Over 5 years 94.3 88.9 17.6 

Source: Authors' survey. 
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some instances). This compares with a level of 10/0-2% in 
1991 (Sylvander and Melet, 1992). 
In fact, it appears that most firms have been introducing 
organic products for "strategic reasons" rather than to 
satisfy a demand for these products. In most cases im
age reasons appear to drive the decision to deal with or
ganic products. Also, the decision to ensure the avail
ability of these products is made not to lose customers 
to the competition, rather than for any Significance at
tached to the sales/demand for these products in the 
next few years. 

3.2. Growth expectations in the demandfor fruit 
and vegetable products 
Almost all agents are optimistic about long-term market 
developments for organic products (95%). Of these, 
about 45% expects a rapid increase in the demand for 
these products over the next five years. As many as 50% 
expect only a moderate increase. Only 3% expects the 
demand for these products to remain stable (not 
shown). 
In the short term, however, it is interesting to note that 
while about 56% of the agents interviewed expect an in
crease in demand for organic products over the next 2 
years, a large number expect instead the demand for 
IPM products to grow (51%) and that for organic prod
ucts to remain relatively stable (38%) (Table 5). 
In sum, the demand for organic fruit and vegetable 
products has increased in recent years, but remains 
small in relation to total consumption of fruit and veg
etable products. Although the consumption of these 
products is expected to grow, it is unlikely to substitute 
for traditional fruit and vegetables over the next few 
years. In the short to medium term, the demand for 
healthier and safer fruit and vegetable products is likely 
to be satisfied by IPM products. The latter already con
stitute a large proportion of fruit and vegetables con
sumption and their consumption is expected to increase 
Significantly in the next few years. 

3.3. Main characteristics of the demand 
for organic fruit and vegetable products 
An investigation in the problems that hinder the growth 
in consumption of organic fruit and vegetable products 
requires a good understanding of the basic characteris
tics of the demand for these products. In the survey, sev
eral questions have been asked to identify the type of 
retail outlets used, the frequency of purchases, the use 
of brands and the extent of the price mark-up for or
ganic products. 
Organic fruit and vegetable products are marketed 
mainly via specialised outlets and franchising stores 
which account for over 60% of organic fruit and veg
etable sales. Until recently these products were available 
only in few large food retailers, although as was dis
cussed above the interest of large retailers appears to 
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have increased in recent years and currently accounts 
for about 40% of organic fruit and vegetable sales (Or
ganic Control Italy, 2000). 
Most of the customers are regular purchasers of organic 
products. Over a third buys organic fruit and vegetables 
on a weekly basis (36%), and a further 20% buys organ
ic at least once a fortnight (Organic Control Italy, 2000). 
Brands play a very important role in organic foods. In 
Italy, the number of farms which have adopted certifica
tion has increased tenfold over the last seven years, 
from about 500 in 1993 to about 5000 in 2000. This in
crease has been mostly concentrated in the last three 
years (Organic Control Italy, 2000). As a result, most of 
the marketed organic fruit and vegetables now comes 
with a brand and/or certification, which is not the case 
of traditional products (Table 6). 
Prices of organic fruit and vegetables present a mark-up 
of up to 80% with respect to traditional products, and up 
to 50% with respect to IPM products. It is important to 
underline that the price gap between traditional and 
IPM products is much smaller at only about 10% on av
erage (Table 7). 
The high level of prices is due in part to the higher costs 
associated with organic production, and also to the high 

Table 5 Expected growth in the demand for traditional, IPM and 
organic fruit and vegetable products over the next 2 years. 

Agents' \ Traditional and IPM \ Organic 
opinion (% of 61 fIrms) (% of 34 fIrms) 

Increase 50.8 55.9 
Stable 42.6 38.2 
Decrease 6.6 5.9 

Source: Authors' survey. 

Table 6 Percentage of brands (of origin, of producer, of quality) 
in marketed fruit and vegetable products in the EU. 

Type of \ Traditional \ IPM .\ Organic 
branding (% of 52 fIrms) (% of 45 fIrms) (% of 34 firms) 

With brand 28.8 35.6 47.0 
Only in part 38.5 40.0 32.4 
No brand 32.7 24.4 20.6 

Source: Authors' survey. 

Table 7 Price mark-ups between different types 
of fruit and vegetables. 

Products compared 1 Price mark-up (% range) 

Traditional Vs IPM 5-15 
Traditional Vs Organic 40-80 
IPM Vs Organic 20-50 

Source: Authors' survey. 
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distribution costs associated with 
relatively small quantities. Also, the 
high quality packaging normally 
used contributes to explain the high
er prices charged. The cardboard 
box type of package is the most re
quested (52%), followed by wood 
boxes (20%) and other less common 
types of packaging (28%). In addi
tion, however, the high price mark
up also reflects the choice to market 
these products as luxury high-quali
ty products. 

Table 8 Main problems in the marketing of organic fruit and vegetables. 

Producer Wholesalers, Large retailers, Consumers (I) 
Type associations, import-export franchising 

of problem cooperatives Hrms 
(% of 15) (% of 36) (% of 12) (% of 166) 

Price related problems 6.7 8.3 8.3 47.6 
Brand related problems 6.7 8.3 8.3 6.0(') 
Homogeneity of fruits 
and vegetables 13.3 16.7 25.0 12.9 
Ripeness of the product 26.6 27.7 25.0 7.5 
Lack of regular supplies 33.3 30.6 25.0 26.0 
Reliability of suppliers 13.3 8.3 8.3 n.a. 

Source: Authors' survey. 
In sum, organic foods still represent 
a niche market for relatively few 
regular customers. The marketing 
strategy of these products emphasis
es the high quality, as reflected by 

Notes: (') Data on the basis of a survey conducted by Organic Control Italy, 2000 
(')Refers to answer "These products are not on fashion". 

the type of packaging used, the wide use of brands and 
certification, and the role of specialised outlets. The 
large mark-up is also typical of a niche markets for high
quality or luxury products. 

3.4. Main obstacles to the increase 
in the consumption of these products 
The results presented in the previous sections indicate 
that the marketing proflle of organic fruit and vegetable 
products is designed for a small specialised market of 
high quality products. However, it is not clear what pre
vents a Significant increase in the consumption of these 
products. 
Several questions have been asked to identify current 
problems in the marketing of organic fruit and vegeta
bles and obstacles to an increase in their consumption. 
As far as producers, wholesalers and retailers are con
cerned, the main problems appear to be related to the 
variability in the quality of the products (ripeness and 
homogeneity) and to the lack of regular supplies (Table 
8). However, it should be noted that the quality of sup
plies has been increasing Significantly in recent years, 
and it is unlikely to remain a key issue for much longer 
(Organic Control Italy, 2000). 
The agents interviewed were also asked about the most 
frequent complaints expressed by consumers. Interest
ingly, from the consumers point of view the main prob
lem is the high price for these products. Irregular sup
plies and poor quality are also important (Table 8). On 
the other hand, for producers, wholesalers and retailers 
the main marketing. difficulty appears to be the irregu
larity of supplies (Table 8). 
The difference between consumers and retailers high
lights a different understanding of the major obstacles to 
the growth in demand. As far as consumers are con
cerned, the main problem is clearly the high level of 
prices. On the other hand, almost half of producers, 
wholesalers and retailers believe the main factor pre-
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venting an increase in demand to be better consumer in
formation about the nature of organic products and the 
inadequate awareness of what justifies the higher prices 
(Table 9). High prices are perceived to be central by 
about 24% of respondents. 
Finally, irregular supply (both in quality and in the avail
able varieties) is identified as the main problem to the 
growth in consumption of these products by about 21% 
(Table 9). 

4. IMPliCATIONS OF THE RESULTS 

AND POliCY RECOMMENDATIONS 

The analysis above has suggested that the current price 
mark-up is appropriate for niche high quality products. 
These types of markets are characterised by high profits, 
but limited growth (Austin, 1992; Brown, 1994; Porter, 
1998). Prices will have to be reduced for organic prod
ucts to become Widely consumed. According to the mar
ket agents interviewed a much smaller mark-up of up to 
30% would be justified to reflect the higher costs in
curred (Table 10). 
As was discussed above, the people interviewed sug
gested that in addition to reducing prices it is necessary 
to better inform the consumers. Specific issues to be ad
vertised include organic foods' lack of use of chemicals 
and the positive impact on the environment. The refusal 

Table 9 How to increase the demand of organic products. 

Type of problem preventing 

I 
(% of 63 firms) demand growth 

Improve consumers' information 49.2 
Reduce prices 23.8 
Expand available varieties 11.1 
Improve quality 9.5 
Improve service and conservation 6.3 

Source: Authors' survey. 
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of genetically modified (GM) prod
ucts is also perceived as an impor
tant factor to be advertised (Table 
11). 

Table 12 Importance of brands in marketing strategy of organic fruit and vegetable products. 

In this respect, the importance of 
brands and certification to ensure 
quality and to facilitate customer 
recognition has been emphaSised in 
the literature (Nijssen and Van Trijp, 
1993; Huang, op.cit.) and is explicit
ly confirmed by almost 70% of the 
agents interviewed, This is particu
larly true for large retailers and fran
chising chains, where over 90% con
sider branding important or very im
portant (Table 12). 

5, CONCLUSIONS 

Agents' 
opinion 

Very important 
Quite important 
Not very important 
Not important 
Indifferent 

Source: Authors' survey. 

The results of the survey indicate that the demand for 
organic fruit and vegetable products is likely to remain 
relatively small for quite some time. The expansion in 
the marketing of organic fruit and vegetable products 
has been significant in recent years both in terms of 
quantity demanded and in terms of the number of firms. 
A further increase in consumption is expected over the 
next 5 years. However, even accounting for future in
creases, sales of organic products are expected to re
main modest in relation to overall sales of fruit and veg
etables. 
The reasons for this performance can be mainly attrib
uted to two factors. Firstly, the marketing strategy for 
these products has been designed for a high quality 
small niche market, with high prices and specialised 

Table 10 Fair level of price mark-up between traditional 
and organic products (opinion of interviewed people). 

Price mark-up I (% of 63 firms) 

Up to 10% 33.3 
Up to 30% 54.0 
Up to 50% 11.1 
Over 50% 1.6 

Source: Authors' survey. 

Table 11 Main issues to emphasise in promotional campaigns. 

Issues to advertise 

I 
(% of 63 firms) about organic products 

Do not make any use of chemicals 47.6 
Contribute to environmental protection 23.8 
Easier to digest 1.6 
Better nutritional values 6.4 
Do not contain GM foods 20.6 

Source: Authors' survey. 

Producer Wholesalers, Large retailers, TOTAL 
associations, import-export franchising 
cooperatives firms 
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(% of 15) (% of 36) (% of 12) (% of 166) 

20.0 25.0 33.3 25.4 
20.0 44.4 58.3 41.3 
26.7 8.3 - 11.1 
26.7 19.4 8.3 19.0 
6.7 2.8 - 3.2 

outlets. Secondly, the lack of adequate information 
about the differences between IPM and organic prod
ucts and the much more affordable prices for IPM prod
ucts, has contributed to select the latter as the mass sub
stitute for traditional high-chemical-residues produc
tions. 
This trend is unlikely to change unless prices for organ
ic fruit and vegetables are reduced Significantly and an 
effort is made to increase consumers' understanding of 
organic products and their certification. In addition, an 
improvement in the regularity of supplies would facili
tate the expansion of the role of large retailers in mar
keting these products. • 
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