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Abstract

A large number of previous studies relate local food purchase to the demographic and financial profile 

of consumers. This article provides an innovative insight into the sociocultural and spatial factors influencing 

local food purchase in the multilingual region of South Tyrol (Italy). To derive a representative sample for 

the South Tyrolean population, 498 consumers have been interviewed through Computer Assisted Telephone 

Interviewing (CATI). The differences in the consumer attitudes towards local food were tested for significance 

using both parametric and non-parametric statistical tests. The results show that consumers’ cultural 

background and spatial typology (according to their urban, predominantly urban and rural place of residence) 

have a significant influence on specific attitudes towards local food purchase. More specifically, differences in 

urban/rural consumers are observable with regard to the preferred stores to purchase at and in the level of 

expenditure on local food. The cultural background influences the meanings associated with local food and the 

reasons attributed to its purchase.  
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Introduction

The increasing concerns of consumers about the health benefits as well as the social and environmental 

consequences of their consumption patterns has strengthened the recent development of major market 

trends such as functional, organic and locally produced food (Wirth et al. 2011, Stolz et al. 2011, Falguera et al. 

2012, Gracia et al. 2014, Hempel–Hamm 2016a). Among those trends, particularly the larger demand for local 

food was encouraged by the growing globalization of food production systems and the mounting evidence of 

scandals, which led consumers to pay more attention to food origin (Adams–Salois 2010, Feldmann–Hamm 

2015, Hempel–Hamm 2016a). Although the absence of agreement on a universal definition of local food persists 

within the scientific community (Feldmann–Hamm 2015, Schwarz et al. 2016, Galli et al. 2015, Taillie–Jaacks 

2015), in the last two decades a large number of studies attempted to assess the manifold driving attitudes and 

preferences of consumers for purchasing local food products. However, as Feldmann and Hamm (2015: 159) 

argue, while the majority of studies on consumers’ preferences and purchasing behaviour used the influence 

of demographic characteristics, ‘social and personal norms were rarely addressed’. For this reason, this study 

aims at analysing consumer preferences towards local food in South Tyrol, assessing socio-cultural differences 

among population groups, such as the place of residence and the cultural background of respondents.  

With respect to the consumers’ place of residence, several scholars maintain that feelings and needs 

towards local food are related by sociocultural aspects, which in turn may be influenced by the country or 

place of origin of consumers (Guerrero et al. 2009: 346). Previous studies associated more supportive attitudes 

towards local food in elderly respondents living in rural areas (Racine et al. 2013, Megicks et al. 2012, Mirosa–

Lawson 2012, Khan–Prior 2010, Tregear–Ness 2005, Brown 2003, Wolf 1997), with women generally exhibiting 

more positive attitudes than men (Cholette et al. 2013, Pelletier et al. 2013, Cranfield 2012, Bellows et al. 

2010). Notably Chambers et al. (2007) ‘could not identify any differences in attitudes between urban and rural 

consumers’ (Feldmann–Hamm 2015: 156). Weatherell et al. (2003: 242) considered the place of residence 

of respondents as a ‘marker of difference in consumers’ view’ while Tregear and Ness (2005) documented 

urban/rural residency among others as strong discriminators to explain variations in local food interest among 

consumers. While not emphasizing the effect of age and gender on local food purchase in the analysis, as 

already largely assessed in the existing literature, this paper will provide additional scientific evidence on the 

hypothesis that attitudes and behaviours determining the purchase of local food vary significantly according 

to the place residence of respondents. The deriving research question is: what are the similarities and 
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differences between urban and rural consumers in their purchasing behaviour, and what are the definitions and 

perceptions attached to local food. We assume differences will be detected in the preferences regarding local 

food particularly between urban/predominantly urban and rural consumers since they have different lifestyles 

being positioned at different distances along the regional food system. Guerrero et al. (2009: 346) reported 

that consumers’ place of residence influences lifestyles, beliefs and attitudes determining differences in food 

choice. Additional previous reviews of food-related lifestyles (FRL) also indicated heterogeneous responses 

towards food products by urban and rural consumers (Cullen–Kingston 2009), motivating the authors to assess 

whether the place of residence has an impact on individual choices in the case of local food in South Tyrol. 

Arsil et al. (2014) also identified lifestyles determining different reasons to purchase local food, such as ease of 

preparation and lower prices as important attributes for urban and rural consumers respectively. In the case 

of South Tyrol, rural consumers, for instance, may produce food themselves or have more awareness of farm-

ing practices and communities, in contrast with urban respondents, factors determining different perceptions 

and purchasing behaviours across groups. Memery et al. (2015: 1223) report that consumers exercise self-

interest to attain individual benefits, since they associate local food with higher quality (Adams –Adams 2011, 

Cranfield et al. 2012), freshness (Hempel–Hamm 2016b, Zepeda–Deal 2009, Chambers et al. 2007), safety 

(Hempel–Hamm 2016a, Yue–Tong 2009, Darby et al. 2008), healthiness (Naspetti– Bodini 2008, Wawrzyniak et 

al. 2005), and environmental sustainability (Hempel–Hamm 2016b, Brown et al. 2009, Burchardi et al. 2005). 

However, consumers also place significance on people operating in their local community as well as support 

to the economy (Memery et al. 2015, Megicks et al. 2012, Hu et al. 2012) and family farmers (Pirog 2003) as 

reasons to purchase local food. Further studies acknowledge that respondents from the rural area are ‘more 

interested in supporting the local economy’ being closer to the source of food production than participants 

from the urban area (Roininen et al. 2006:28). Rural consumers have a ‘higher priority for civic issues in food 

choice’ and showed ‘higher interest in local foods compared to urban consumers’ (Weatherell et al. 2003: 

242), although other findings indicate that urban consumers might be ‘more prone to reconnect with rural 

roots’ purchasing local food (Montanari 1994), as well as attending farmers’ markets (Conner et al. 2010). 

Against the background that various attributes determine the purchase of local food, the present case study 

will show what motivations are related to food choice among South Tyrolean consumers and if differences 

emerge among different groups of respondents. Besides the most often mentioned attributes in the literature, 

such as better quality, freshness, healthiness, environmental sustainability, support of the local economy, the 

present study also researched whether consumers consider animal welfare (Zepeda–Deal 2009, Onozaka–

McFadden 2011), direct contact with farmers (Weatherell et al. 2003), and shopping experience (Zepeda–Li 

2006, Lockeretz 1986) when making purchase decisions concerning local food.  

Furthermore, the population sample of South Tyrol offered a valuable opportunity to test attitudes 

towards local food purchase for cultural differences. In fact, due to specific historical developments, the region 

inherited a multilingual character, witnessed by the three official languages used in South Tyrol namely Italian, 

German and Ladin. Two large societies live de facto in parallel in South Tyrol namely the German and Italian 

speaking groups (Heiss 2010: 205), currently accounting for 64% and 24% of total population respectively (Pro-

vincia Autonoma di Bolzano-Alto Adige 2015). The German language group dates back to the Germanic tribes 
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crossing the area during the migration period, while the Italian one grew at a higher extent during the earlier 

Fascist era (1920–1930), after South Tyrol, once belonging to the Austro-Hungarian Empire, was annexed by 

Italy in 1919, at the end of the World War I (Provincia Autonoma di Bolzano-Alto Adige 2015). This linguistic 

peculiarity of the region enabled us to consider the attribute mother tongue of respondents, as a reasonable 

proxy to study the influence of cultural differences on local food attitudes within the population sample. Early 

studies demonstrate that food habits come into being and are maintained in a particular culture since the 

cultural aspects can be considered as one of the most powerful determinants of attitudes and behaviours 

in the food domain (Fieldhouse 1995, Rozin 1990). For this reason, this paper will also explore the research 

question whether the cultural background of South Tyrolean consumers has an influence on purchase attitudes 

towards local food. Living together in the region the German and Italian language groups cultivate their own 

culture (BLS 2015), and this aspect has an influence on food choice, values and attitudes towards local food. 

Therefore, our research hypothesis is that differences exist across heterogeneous cultural groups, since food 

consumption itself indicates already that ‘people are able to make visible and communicate the social and 

cultural differences between them and that they adhere to certain values and ideologies’ (Nistor 2015: 129, 

Dolan 2002). We base this hypothesis on the evidence reported in previous cross-cultural studies showing that 

sociocultural aspects determine consumers’ feelings and needs, resulting in differences in food-related aspects 

even in relatively homogeneous countries (Guerrero et al. 2009: 346). Furthermore, as Askegaard and Madsen 

(1998) argued that differences are noticeable not only at a national level but also at more regional/local level 

in terms of food preferences, habits, food related behaviour and attitudes. Therefore, in a multicultural region, 

such as South Tyrol, the ‘crucial aspect of cultural aspects in the approach to local food’ (Csurgó–Megyesi 2015: 

169), coupled with different values and beliefs, should be translated into different attitudes and awareness 

about local food, among the considered sample groups.  

Following this introduction, a clear definition of the methodological basis of the study will be provided. In 

the presentation of the results, firstly an overview of the overall consumers’ sample attitudes and preferences 

will be introduced. Secondly, further analyses will provide a deeper insight whether different spatial typology 

and/or cultural background within the population groups have an influence on selected preferences such as 

propensity to purchase local food, the overall reasons and specific factors for the choice of local food, as well 

as the degree of trust and the perception of quality labels. 

Finally, the results will be discussed with respect to previous extant scientific publications on the topic 

and conclusions on the validity of results will be drawn. The case study of South Tyrol presents several attitudes 

and behaviours offering valuable elements on how different typologies of consumers perceive local food and 

which values they relate to this concept, as essential background to considering in promoting marketing pos-

sibilities for local food (Roininen et al. 2006). Therefore, the findings of this research may help practitioners in 

the food sector and private – as well as public regional development agencies – to consult farmers, to improve 

food-marketing strategies and to extend the outreach of local food on the regional scale. 
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Methods

The sample design of the survey portrayed several characteristics and determinants of consumer 

preferences in the region of South Tyrol (Italy). The composition of the sample (498 respondents) was designed 

to meet the characteristics of the overall population (518,518 inhabitants, 2014) of South Tyrol. The sample 

was divided according to the classification urban, predominantly urban and rural, created by the authors 

according to selected indicator thresholds, in order to evaluate how purchase preferences vary across the 

spatial typology of respondents (Table 1. Demographic and cultural profile of survey respondents). 

Table 1. Demographic and cultural profile of survey respondents

Attribute Percent
Spatial typology 45.7% Urban 41.2% Predominantly urban 13.1% Rural
Language group 15.9% Italian 82.1% German 2% Other
Age 14.3% 18–34 34.7% 35–54 50.9% Over 55
Gender 24.3% Male 75.7% Female

The criterion of spatial typology identifies rural, urban, and predominantly urban consumers based on 

their place of residence at municipal level. Urban centres were considered with municipalities of more than 

6,000 inhabitants. The characterization of rural municipalities was determined on the base of a previous study 

instead (WIFO 2011). A broad set of socio-economic and demographic indicators identified peripheral rural 

municipalities characterized by recurring negative population growth rates and weak socio-economic structures 

(WIFO 2011). The remaining municipalities neither counting more than 6,000 inhabitants nor being mentioned 

in the previous study (WIFO 2011) were considered in the intermediate category called predominantly urban. 

Table 2 displays the proportion of interviewed respondents belonging to each spatial typology, relative to the 

number of inhabitants living in the considered urban, predominantly urban, and rural municipalities. 

Table 2. Sampling spatial typologies

Spatial typology Regional proportion Sample proportion
Urban 47.9% 45.7%
Predominantly urban 48.7% 41.2%
Rural 3.33% 13.1%

The survey on purchasing preferences and determinants of local food was undertaken in 2014 through 

Computer Assisted Telephone Interviewing (CATI). The German and Italian questionnaire with a Likert scale, 

binary and open questions were developed in close collaboration with the regional consumers association 

(Verbraucherzentrale Südtirol). The Likert scale questions ranged from zero (0 – strongly disagree) to five (5 – 

strongly agree), in order to rate the different perceptions towards purchasing local food products. The main 

areas of questions referring to the reasons influencing the purchase of local food among consumers are listed 

in Table 3. 
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Table 3. Main areas of questions
Reasons for buying local food Item description
Quality Overall perceived superior quality of the product
Regional provenance Local provenance of the product 
Taste Better flavour/taste of the product

Positive impact on the environment Local production systems less harmful for the environment (lower carbon 
emissions due to short supply chains)

Support to local economy Sustaining local farmers and their communities, perceiving a positive impact 
for rural development

Direct contact with farmers Ease of access to local food due to social relationships with producers

Shopping experience Specificity of shopping experience (outdoor excursions, story-telling, tasting 
in loco)

Food safety Higher traceability of products, trustworthiness in raw materials utilized

Animal welfare Higher consideration of animal welfare and less intensive livestock 
production

In total, 512 questionnaires were collected, however the answers of 14 questionnaires were not 

considered because they were only partially completed. Due to relatively low composition of the Ladin language 

group (1.6%), we decided to aggregate that with other language groups (0.4%), and analysing the determinants 

of the main language groups of respondents, i.e. German (82.1%) and Italian (15.9%). Descriptive statistics 

will convey information about the profile of the sample and the main emerging preferences and behaviours 

regarding local food purchase. In the analysis, the demographic and financial profile of respondents focused 

on selected aspects related to the specific objective of the paper (Table 4. Demographic profile of consumers 

considered in the analysis). 

Table 4. Demographic profile of consumers considered in the analysis

Respondent information Categorisation
Place of residence Municipality of residence
Language group Italian – German – Ladin
Age 18–34; 35–54; over 55
Gender Male – Female
Income Gross yearly income (euros)

The urban/rural distinction has been performed on the base of the aforementioned characteristics of 

the municipalities surveyed. The three age classes have been sorted to comply with previous research utilizing 

this categorization (Weatherell et al. 2003). With respect to income, as García and Grande (2010: 63) have 

already stated, in the analysis of eating habits in a specific group of consumers, utilizing income to explain all 

the variation would be an exaggeration. The present study, despite acknowledging the importance of income to 

interpret certain determinants of local food purchase, did not include it in the analysis. Furthermore, another 

reason behind this choice is the lack of comprehensive data on household income, which being collected on a 

voluntary basis, were not provided by a sufficient number of respondents to the survey.

The applied notations ‘x̅’ and ‘Me’ indicate the mean and median values. The existence of associations 

between qualitative variables was tested for through the independent chi-squared test. Furthermore, in order 

to test the differences in consumers’ preferences the non-parametric Kruskal–Wallis test was employed, giving 
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the possibility to provide quantitative evidence of the existing relations among the considered groups. The 

values of the mean ranks (MR) resulting from the Kruskall–Wallis tests, identifying the degree of association to 

surveyed items are indicated in brackets after the respective sample groups of reference.

Results

General results

More than 90% of respondents regularly purchases local food, and a large majority of them identifies 

local products as those grown, produced and processed regionally (80.9%), on the premises within the region 

(8.3%), or in the bordering Italian and foreign provinces (5.8%). A relatively low percentage of respondents 

(4.0%) associate local food to specific South Tyrolean products or other aspects (1.0%). None of the respondents 

clarified a specific measure or range distance to identify local food, but the references to proximity were 

expressed in abstract terms such as ‘close surroundings’, ‘nearby areas’ and ‘neighbouring zones’. 

In the region, half of the respondents purchase local food more than approximately six times per month 

(Me=6.5) and on average more than two times per week (x=̅8.93 times per month). To buy food products, 

the vast majority of the consumers go to supermarkets (74.9%) or to local specialist local stores (44.0%) such 

as grocery, butchery and bakery shops. Relatively fewer respondents attend farmers’ markets (18.9%), direct 

selling points (10.8%), and organic food stores (10.0%). 

The respondents considered most of the proposed survey items, listing the decisive factors to purchase 

local food, particularly valuable to justify the purchase of local food. The perceived higher quality of local 

food (92.3%), the regional provenance (91.6%) and the positive contribution to the environment (88.4%) were 

considered strong reasons to purchase local food. A relatively lower number of respondents rated the personal 

direct contact with farmers (59.9%) and the shopping experience (31.3%) as decisive reasons to purchase local 

food in a particularly positive manner. With respect to the overall category of food products (i.e. considering 

both local and other origins of food products), quality is also considered a relevant aspect by the majority of 

respondents (81.5%). In this regard, the majority of consumers (60.5%) declared to trust quality labels, since 

they represent reliable indications to identify higher quality food products (56.7%). However, a relatively low 

percentage of respondents stated that they pay particular attention to labels signalling quality (39.8%), organic 

(29.9%), and fair trade products (27.9%) while purchasing food products.

About two thirds of respondents (64.47%) revealed spending up to €20 during a single purchase of 

local food, while a relatively lower number of consumers is willing to make a purchase between €20 and €50 

(28.95%) or spend more than €50 (6.57%).

The general results described in this section, provided an overview of the sample and the main attitudes 

towards local food products. The next two sections will illustrate the results of in-depth analysis, carried out to 

detect whether spatial and cultural factors can explain differences in attitudes towards local food purchase of 

South Tyrolean consumers, and if so to what extent.
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Consumer preferences according to spatial typologies

The definitions and meaning of local food, which respondents associate with local food, do not significantly 

differ among the spatial typologies considered. However, approximately the entire sample of urban consumers 

(96.3%) considers local products as those produced in South Tyrol. The fraction of urban consumers buying 

local food is 42.1%, higher than the proportion for predominantly urban (36.2%) and rural (12.0%). However, 

no significant relation emerges among spatial typologies and the decision on whether to purchase local food 

or not (χ2(2)=3.410, p=0.182). Conversely, there are significant differences (χ2(2)=8.997, p=0.011) since the 

frequency of purchases (times/month), increases from predominantly urban (184.52) to rural (199.08) and 

urban (221.69) consumers’ group (Figure 1. Distribution of purchase frequency (times/month) according to 

spatial typology of respondents).

The stores in which local products are physical purchased also vary among groups. The chi-squared 

analysis confirmed that this relation was significant (χ2(2)=23.169, p=0.000). A Z-test yielded the result 

that urban consumers attend organic food stores and outdoor markets such as weekly, farmers and grocery 

significantly more than the other two groups of the population sample. Furthermore, although urban consumers 

choosing organic food stores represent a relatively higher proportion, compared to the other spatial typologies 

considered, the aggregated percentage of all consumers preferring this category of stores is rather low (10.2%). 

 With respect to factors considered prior to a food product purchase, a Kruskal–Wallis H test was conducted 

to determine if there were significant differences in the distribution of the attribute ‘Regional Provenance’ 

between groups. Statistically significant differences among groups (χ2(2)=9.836, p =0.007), indicated that the 

importance of the provenance (expressed in mean ranks) for the choice of buying food products increased 

from predominantly urban (227.79) to rural (245.05) and urban (268.67) consumers. The same test did not 

highlight any significant difference in the distributions among groups for the other attributes, although the value 

of the median values point to relatively high level of agreement among consumers of the three groups, for the 

Figure 1. Distribution of purchase frequency (times/month) according to spatial typology of respondents
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consideration of quality (5=‘Strongly agree’), price (4=‘Agree’), and regional provenance (4=‘Agree’). 

 Differences in the attributes ‘Regional Provenance’, ‘Quality’ and ‘Direct contact with farmers’ 

are observable among groups with respect to reasons for purchasing local food. The Kruskal–Wallis H test 

indicated that the importance of quality significantly increased (χ2(2)=7.478, p=0.024) from urban (209.83), 

to predominantly urban (228.52) and rural (247.52). The distribution of regional provenance, as a reason to 

explain the purchase of local food (χ2(2)=6.143, p=0.046.), also indicates that this attribute is relatively more 

important for rural (251.75) compared to predominantly urban (222.39), and urban (212.81) consumers. 

Statistically significant differences (χ2(2)=9.556, p=0.008) were found in the attribute ‘Direct contact with 

farmers’, showing a higher importance of this attribute than in the previous cases, for rural (250.68) consumers, 

compared to respondents living in predominantly urban (223.19), and urban (198.95) areas. 

 In terms of expenditures for local food, differences exist among consumers from different spatial 

typologies. Resulting data from the chi-squared test confirmed that the relations among groups were significant 

(χ2(6)=16.669, p=0.011). Urban (32.0%) and rural consumers (31.5%) differ in proportion to the predominantly 

urban respondents regarding the category ‘Up to 10 euros’ spent in a single local food purchase. There is a 

significant difference in proportions between consumers in predominantly urban (35.9%) and urban (22.1%) 

in the category range ‘20-50 euros’. No significant differences among spatial typologies have been detected 

for the other expenditure ranges considered, namely ‘10–20 euros’ and ‘more than 50 euros’. Figure 2. Mosaic 

plot over expenditure levels according to spatial typology and cultural background shows the distribution of 

respondents according to their spatial typology (urban, predominantly urban and rural) and cultural (DE=German 

and IT=Italian language group) characteristics across expenditure levels devoted to a single purchase of local 

Figure 2. Mosaic plot over expenditure levels according to spatial typology and cultural background
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food (Less than 10 euros; 10–20 euros; 20–50 euros; more than 50 euros).

 Among spatial typologies of consumers, no relations in the levels of trust of labelled local food can be 

detected. The association of the attribute ‘Quality’ to labels relates significantly to both groups (χ2(2)=12.744, 

p=0.002), while no significant associations were detected for ‘Animal welfare’, ‘Environmental protection’, 

‘Contribution to the regional economy’, and ‘Food safety’. 

Impact of the cultural background on consumer preferences

Consumers belonging to the German-speaking group associate local food with the region of South Tyrol. 

The Italian-speaking respondents, on the contrary, identify local food with specific products such as apples, 

speck, and dairy products. These relations concerning the meaning associated to local food are statistically 

significant (χ2(2)=29.825, p=0.000). A significant relation exists between the purchase of local food and cultural 

background groups (χ2(1)=7.597, p=0.006). A Z-test for the proportions confirms higher share of respondents 

from the German buying local food compared to the Italian language group. On the contrary, chi-squared test 

yielded no significant results concerning the relation between the frequencies of purchase (times/month) and 

cultural background. Statistically significant differences were also found in the importance of price as factor 

considered prior to a purchase of food products (χ2(2)=9.648, p=0.002), indicating higher importance towards 

this attribute for inhabitants belonging to the Italian (287.47) compared to the German (235.58) language 

group. Nevertheless, the distribution of responses regarding the expenditure levels do not differ between 

the two language groups (χ2(3)=4.805, p=0.187). Furthermore, no significant differences were found for the 

remaining attributes, however median values indicate relatively high consideration of quality (5=‘Strongly 

agree’), in both language groups. Statistically significant differences exist in the typologies of shops chosen to 

purchase food. Respondents of the German language group favour supermarkets, local specialist stores, and 

weekly markets significantly more compared to consumers belonging to the Italian language group.

In the analysis of the reasons, influencing the purchase of local food, no statistically significant differences 

in the distribution between the two language groups were observable. The analysis of the median revealed the 

highest rates for the majority of attributes, except for the attribute direct contact with farmers (4=‘Agree’) and 

shopping experience (3=‘Neutral’).

No statistically significant differences among groups can be detected in the levels of trust in labels and 

to the list of attributes, which consumers associate to certified local food products.

Discussion

This paper compared the preferences in purchasing local food across a significant sample of the 

South Tyrolean population, to study whether significant differences exist among specific consumer 

typologies. The analysis of the survey conducted in this the study provided in depth analysis of selected 

preferences for two categories of consumers, living in heterogeneous places of residence and manifesting 

different cultural backgrounds. The results revealed a number of significant differences in specific 

purchasing attitudes among groups (Table 5. Significant differences in the distribution of selected items  
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according to spatial typology and cultural background), testing the hypothesis formulated, confirming and 

partly reviewing the evidence provided by similar previous studies.

Table 5. Significant differences in the distribution of selected items  
according to spatial typology and cultural background

Item Type Spatial typology Cultural background
Preferred place to buy food Likert *** *
Factors considered prior to purchase Likert * *
Purchase of local food Binary / *
Meaning of local food Categorical / ***
Frequency of local food purchase Scale * /
Reasons to buy local food Likert * /
Trust on quality label Binary / /
Labelled food products added value Binary * /
Average expenditure for local food Categorical * /

*** = 0.001; ** = 0.005; * = 0.010; / = no difference

Overall sample characteristics and local food

The results of this study, presented at the aggregate level of the entire sample, tend to confirm the 

evidence provided in previous studies, particularly with regard to the higher involvement of female respondents 

in purchasing local food (Bellows et al. 2010). The higher percentage of female respondents in the survey also 

signals the relatively greater role that this group plays in the management of food provision and purchase in 

the household.

The large array of meanings that consumers associated with local food confirms the difficulty in precisely 

defining the term ‘local’ and the subsequent overall lack of a universally accepted definition of local food 

(Schwarz et al. 2015). Interestingly, the respondents who named the geographical distance between source of 

production and consumption as the principal item for defining local food (Galli et al. 2015; Taillie–Jaacks 2015) 

could not clarify specific a range of minimum-maximum distance. In terms of the implications of these results 

for food marketing it follows that the widely heterogeneous meanings and values that consumers associate 

with local food should be considered and addressed accordingly in advertising, packaging and communicating 

the attributes of local food. Therefore, standard communication strategies should be discouraged, considering 

the heterogeneity of target groups within the same region.

A further aspect emerged in the analysis is the ambiguous behaviour of consumers with regard to quality 

labels: although consumers mention their trust in quality labelling and consider quality as a major driver to 

purchase local food, little attention is paid to quality labelling prior to the purchase. We link this behaviour to 

the presence of highly heterogeneous meanings, definitions and values of local food. Since a single definition of 

‘local’ does not exists, nor a standardized label for the local origin, products labelled as such may not match the 

consumers’ wide-ranging views and expectations (Feldmann–Hamm 2015). As a result, consumers do not pay 

much attention to labels while buying local food, although their concerns related to sustainability and quality of 

the products are relatively high. Evidence confirms that among consumers ‘when they are asked about the level 

of concern with issues related to sustainability in food production in general terms and that there is currently 
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generally a moderately high level of concern, however this level does not translate into corresponding level use’, 

for instance in the concrete food product choice (Grunert et al. 2014: 187). 

The influence of spatial typology on consumers’ attitudes

Contrary to Chambers et al. (2007), this study has identified difference in attitudes according to spatial 

typologies in general terms linked to urban and rural residency of respondents. Different attitudes relating to 

the stores where food is usually purchased were also found. Similar to Weatherell et al. (2003), the majority of 

respondents privilege supermarket. However while in this study urban consumers were less aware of farmers’ 

markets, the survey revealed that South Tyrolean urban consumers prefer outdoor markets such as farmers’ 

markets concerning regional food products. This result confirms the evidence that farmer market shoppers 

‘tend to live in urban areas’ (Conner et al. 2010: 744). As a reason to explain such a behaviour, the study 

reported that this form of food retailing was considered antiquated and in contrast, rural groups tended to 

buy directly from farms, moreover, seeing this as a way to access higher quality foods (Weatherell et al. 2003). 

Although there are no differences with regard to direct purchase of local food – as a way of accessing local 

food – such an aspect emerged as significantly more important for rural than for urban consumers as reasons 

to buy local food, partly confirming the previous evidence. Intuitively, the same reason of better access to 

quality products applies, due to the closeness of rural consumers to origin of products (Feldmann–Hamm 

2015). In fact, deeper quantitative analysis showed that South Tyrolean rural consumers place significantly 

more importance on quality compared with the other groups. The high consideration of this attribute confirms 

previous evidence pointing to quality and better taste as main drivers motivating consumers to purchase local 

food (Adams–Adams 2011, Cranfield et al. 2012, Feldmann–Hamm 2015).

The direct contact with farmers could also be considered an approach to ensure the quality of products, 

as Weatherell et al. (2003) also found out. Furthermore, although respondents rank the contribution of lo-

cal food to the local economy, stewardship of natural landscapes and persistence of farming communities 

particularly highly, no significant differences are observable among groups. 

At variance with other studies, which found different degrees of willingness to pay for local products 

(Denver–Jensen 2014, Gracia et al. 2014, Gracia et al. 2012), the current analysis was based on the comparison 

of respondents’ proportions across different ranges of expenditures. Nevertheless, the study reported the 

existence of differences in the expenditure levels among groups, although previous studies did not reveal 

significant differences between urban and rural respondents to this respect (Weatherell et al. 2003). 

Cultural background and local food

The results of the current investigation regarding the existence of different attitudes between 

heterogeneous cultural groups in South Tyrol, confirms that local food is a culturally driven complex phenomenon 

(Nistor 2015, Martinez et al. 2010, Pratt 2007). More specifically, the cultural background influences the 

meaning of local food associated by individual consumers. In the perceived meaning and individual definition of 

local food, significant differences exist between German and Italian speaking consumers. The first group relates 
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local food to the region of South Tyrol, while the latter to specific typical products produced and processed 

in the region, such as apples, speck and dairy products. This evidence suggests that stronger non-material 

and subjective concerns (Cohen–Murphy 2001) play a significant role in the individual conceptualization of 

local food. The results point to the influence of cultural background on difference in the overall attitude to 

purchase local food among groups, in line with the evidence that ‘food is also bound up with cultural meanings 

for consumers, tying local and national identities to corresponding local and national specialities’ (Autio et al. 

2013: 564).

Such a case also shows that culture has an influence on this attitude towards local food, however 

this case deserves a more cautious reflection. In fact, such an association may be due to latent attributes 

characterizing the German and Italian language groups. The inclusion of additional variables – such as the 

income level distribution across the considered groups – could have provided further elements to explore the 

relation between cultural background and purchase of local food in more depth. In the absence of such an 

additional characterization of the respondents, we acknowledge that differences exist among cultural groups.

If we attempt interpreting the factors considered prior to the purchase, we observe that differences in 

the preferences between the two groups exist with respect to price. However, the higher consideration of the 

attribute price – in this case of the Italian language group- may be also influenced by budgetary reasons, whose 

impact cannot be measured for the sake this analysis, because of the lack of data. The choice of preferred stores 

affects the individual search costs for purchasing local food (Zepeda–Li 2006). In the case of South Tyrolean 

consumers, we notice significant differences between cultural groups. The German-speaking, although aware 

of incurring in higher costs, demonstrates a stronger willingness to undertake shopping in multiple venues such 

as grocery, farms and weekly markets. 

Conclusions

The research aimed at understanding the preferences for local food purchase in a selected sample of 

the South Tyrolean population, according to their urban, predominantly urban and rural residency, as well 

as cultural background. Evidence deriving from the statistical analysis of the survey showed that spatial and 

cultural characteristics of consumers influence their preferences towards local food. 

Specific results regarding the reasons are consistent with previous studies, confirming quality as a decisive 

attribute to take into account in the purchase of local food. This attribute, as well as regional provenance and 

the preference of direct contact with farmers, emerged as relatively more important for rural consumers. These 

findings show important aspects to consider in marketing local food in the region, since the relation with local 

food appears relatively stronger for rural compared to urban respondents. It follows that accessibility barriers 

and more targeted promotion of local food within the urban community is needed to increase the outreach 

of local food across consumers. Differences exist with respect to expenditure levels across spatial typologies 

indicating that higher proportions of rural and predominantly urban consumers spend approximately in the 

range 20–50 Euro, compared to urban ones.
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 Differences in the cultural background of respondents significantly influence the meanings and 

definitions associated with local food. The major findings show that the German and Italian language groups 

associate local food with the region of South Tyrol and specific products respectively. These results highlight 

the importance of non-material concerns in shaping the individual concept of local food. Furthermore, the 

results of the paper reaffirm the stark perceived relation of local food with a specific region of production. 

In order to explore additional relations and attributes in more depth, related to the purchase of local 

food, further research would consider a wider population sample and more specific economic indicators e.g. 

household income. Furthermore, future studies undertaking similar consumers surveys, should take into ac-

count an adequate distribution of demographic characteristics such as age and gender across the analysed 

groups, to control the risk of correlations between independent variables, which as the authors of the present 

study acknowledge may partly influence specific results.
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