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Executive Summary 

As discussions on climate change and ways to reduce society’s ecological footprint 

become more recurrent, people are having debates on how food is produced and consumed, 

resulting in many advocating for more sustainable alternatives. Unfortunately, sustainable modes 

of production are often more expensive, resulting in pricier products overall. The study 

hypothesizes that the need for more environmentally friendly products, however, will increase 

people's willingness to pay for a sustainably labeled product compared to a conventional item. 

Using data obtained from a survey taken primarily by UBC undergraduate students (N= 77), a 

significant difference in participants willingness to pay between the control variables (unlabeled 

conventional product) and the manipulated variables (labeled with either sustainable, organic, or 

local) across all conditions (burger, southwest bowl, and poutine) was found. This suggests that 

people are willing to pay more for items marketed with environmentally friendly buzzwords 

compared to conventional products, with the majority of participants willing to spend an extra 1-

2 dollars for a more sustainable product. Limitations of this study include low sample size, 

strong demand characteristics, and low ecological validity. Results imply that using ecological 

buzzwords in descriptions would increase students' WTP for menu items and may lead to more 

funding for future sustainability initiatives. 

 

Keywords: sustainable-food labeling, willingness-to-pay, organic, local, sustainable 
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Introduction 

Recent research has demonstrated that a shift towards sustainable systems of food 

production is necessary for ecologically sustainable development, as traditional food production 

systems are increasingly identified as a key driver of global environmental degradation (Willet et 

al., 2019). Environmentally sustainable food systems encapsulate a variety of practices, including 

local production, reduced GHG emissions, and organic farming methods. The sustainable 

attributes of food products can be conveyed through effective tools such as eco-labels, which serve 

to inform consumers about environmental impacts of a product’s production and promote 

sustainable consumption patterns (Lavallée & Plouffe, 2004).  

Consumer valuation of environmentally conscious options is steadily increasing, with 

recent meta-analyses suggesting that consumers across the globe are willing to pay more for 

sustainably produced food in comparison to conventionally produced food. Bastounis et al. (2021) 

found that consumers are more likely to select and pay more for food products that are labeled 

with sustainable attributes, with the greatest prioritization of organically labeled food products. 

Another meta-analysis similarly found that organic attributes were the most influential in 

increasing consumers' willingness-to-pay (WTP) by 38%, followed by fair-trade (30.5% increase) 

and local (21.1% increase) alternatives (Li & Kallas, 2021). Current research examining WTP for 

sustainable attributes predominantly focuses on specific products or food groups (ie. dairy, meats, 

produce, etc.), despite the increasing prevalence of sustainable meal options in the restaurant and 

food service industry (Schubert et al., 2010). Current research has yet to fully address how 

consumers’ perceived value of menu items is influenced by attributes such as local, organic, or 

sustainably produced. The goal of this study is to contribute to the understanding of which food 

production practices are of most interest to students through an investigation of the perceived 

monetary value of popular food items. 

Increasing WTP for sustainable food options can be explained through environmental and 

health conscious motives. The framework of the value-attitude-behavior model provided by Shin 

and colleagues (2017) suggests that WTP for sustainable foods is contingent on personal values 

and environmental attitudes. They found that biospheric values were positively correlated with 

consumers’ pro-environmental attitudes, which mediated WTP for organic menu items (Shin et 

al., 2017). These findings illustrate how awareness of the role of food systems in climate change 

may motivate individuals to shift towards more sustainable patterns of consumption. The EAT-

Lancet Commission has identified how diet is increasingly understood as a crucial link between 

human and environmental sustainability (Willet et al., 2019). Health consciousness has become a 

predominant motivator in sustainability, as food production practices pose a threat to individual 

biological health and the ecosystem (Shin et al., 2019). 

While demand for sustainable food options has grown over the last several decades, 

consumers are often deterred by the premium price of these products, as they remain more 

expensive to produce than conventional food options (Kaczorowska, 2019). Cost may act as a 

formidable barrier for post-secondary students, as food insecurity has been estimated to impact 

between 35-42% of university students (Bruening et al. 2017). While affordability is an important 

determinant in UBC students’ food choices, taste and nutrition appear to be of greater importance 

(Chiam et al., 2021). As demand increases the production and availability of sustainable food 

options, market trends suggest that additional costs associated with certification and production 

passed onto consumers may decrease (Bastounis et al., 2021). Therefore, this research can help to 

inform future interventions for overcoming the barriers associated with the shift towards 

sustainable food production, particularly for the student population. 
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While the use of sustainable labels has been explored, research has yet to demonstrate to 

what extent the framing of sustainability attributes of food items impacts individuals’ WTP. We 

sought to answer the question: how does the framing of sustainability attributes of food items 

influence people's WTP? We hypothesized that students would be willing to pay more for food 

items that include sustainable attributes such as “organic”, “sustainable” or “locally produced” in 

comparison to conventional food items that do not have labels that confirm sustainable sourcing. 

 

 Methods  

We used UBC Qualtrics to design the survey and dispersed it by putting up posters, sharing 

it on multiple social media platforms (ex. Instagram, Facebook) and distributed it through UBC 

class group chats (Appendix B). Initially, our study aimed to recruit a minimum of 138 UBC 

students after conducting a power analysis for a within subject design with an effect size of 0.1, an 

alpha of 0.5 and power of 0.8 (Appendix C). We received N =113 in total. However, 36 of the 

participants were excluded: 34 participants did not complete the survey, 1 did not consent and 1 

participant was an outlier. Removal was done to ensure data validity, as this indicates that their 

responses were not taken seriously or were done hastily. Our final sample consisted of N = 77 

responses with 81.8% being women, 16.9% being men and 1.3% being individuals who identified 

as other with a mean age of 21.5. Out of the total number of participants, 72.7% are UBC students, 

13.0% are students not from UBC and 14.3% are not students. 33.8% identified as Asain, 27.3% 

Causian, 5.2% Black, 5.2% Arab. 1.3% Indigenous and 10.4% other ethnicities.  

Our independent variable is the description of sustainable food attributes that the 

participants were exposed to. This study had four conditions that were used to describe the food 

items: no description, a sustainable description, an organic description, and a local description. 

Our dependent variable was participants’ WTP, measured in CAD through an online survey 

created on Qualtrics. We used a correlational within-subjects design. Our survey was active for 32 

days, running from March 8th 2022 to April 10th, 2022.  

A consent form to participate in the survey appeared on the first page and instructions on 

what the survey will require the participants to do “You will be asked about your WTP for certain 

food items with different attributes. Please provide all answers in CAD and in the following format: 

0.00”. Respondents were shown twelve questions regarding how much they’re willing to pay for 

a hamburger, a poutine, and a plant-based Southwest Bowl (Appendix A). Each question contained 

a photo of the food item and a different description. They either contained no description, asking 

“how much would you be willing to pay for this [food item]?”; a sustainable, organic, or locally-

produced description. For example, “the ingredients for this [food item] are sustainably produced. 

How much would you be willing to pay for this [food item] knowing it’s more sustainable?” 

(Appendix A). These questions were created to differentiate the conditions from each other, and 

to gauge participants’ value of different factors in food sustainability – organic, local, or just 

sustainable in general with no specifics – compared to a presumed conventional burger with no 

description about sustainability. Responses were required to be in a $0.00 format, and the 

maximum value was $50.00.  

To mask the study’s intent and remove demand characteristics, we advertised the study as 

a perception of food value survey and all questions were randomized. Posters asked “how much 

would you pay for this burger?” and the sustainability framing was not mentioned until the 

questions themselves (Appendix B). To avoid the anchoring-and-adjustment heuristic, a baseline 

amount or example was not provided, and the maximum total of $50.00 only appeared as an error 

message when participants attempted to respond with a non-valid amount.  
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Data analysis was done using JASP, with the CSV file downloaded from qualtrics. We ran 

repeated measures ANOVA for each food – poutine, hamburger or Southwest Bowl, which also 

provided descriptive statistics, effect size estimates, and a post hoc test.  

 

Results 

 

The data obtained showed a significant difference in participants WTP between the 

conventional (control) variables and labeled (manipulated) variables across all conditions. Using 

a repeated measures ANOVA test for each food item, we found that participants were willing to 

pay more for food items that contained an environmentally-friendly buzzword label compared to 

a conventional unlabeled product. 

When participants were asked how much they were willing to pay for a conventional 

unlabeled hamburger, the mean response for WTP was $10.07 (sd = 4.043), while a “sustainable” 

labeled hamburger (M = $11.48, sd = 4.482, difference of $1.41), an “organic” labeled burger (M 

= $11.57, sd= 4.889, difference of $1.50), and a “local” labeled burger (M = $11.64, sd = 4.800, 

difference of $1.60) were all viewed with a higher value (df = 3, f = 24.190, p < 0.001) (Appendix 

D). 

For the Southwest bowl, students were willing to spend on average $9.63 for a conventional 

unlabeled product (sd = 4.045), while a “sustainable” labeled bowl (M = $10.90, sd = 4.186, 

difference of $1.27), an “organic” labeled bowl (M = $11.04, sd = 4.780, difference of $1.41), and 

a “local” labeled bowl (M = $11.16, sd = 4.430, difference of $1.53) all showed a similar outcome 

(df = 3, f = 22.206, p < 0.001) (Appendix E). 

A conventional unlabelled poutine (M = $6.59, sd = 3.108) also had a lower amount of 

participants WTP when compared to a “sustainable” labeled poutine (M = $7.87, sd = 3.669, 

difference of $1.28), an “organic” labeled poutine (M = $7.88, sd = 3.807, difference of $1.29), 

and a “local” labeled poutine (M = $8.17, sd = 4.180, difference of $1.58) (df = 3, f = 25.452, p < 

0.001) (Appendix F). 

These results confirm the team's hypothesis that participants are willing to spend more on 

products that contain environmentally friendly labels, however, by using a post hoc test on each 

of the different variables (Appendixes D, E, & F), we found that there was no significant difference 

in the amount participants were willing to pay between the labeled conditions (Appendix G).  

 

 Discussion 

 

The results of our study indicate that participants generally had a higher WTP across all 

three manipulated description conditions for each of the three food items compared to the control, 

non-sustainable food items. Across the three food items in comparison to the control base price, 

the Burger had approximately a $1.00 increase in WTP, the Southwest Bowl had approximately a 

$1.00 increase in WTP, and the Poutine had approximately a $2.00 increase in WTP (Appendices 

D-G). This suggests that there is an overall higher WTP for sustainable menu items, especially if 

the items contain sustainable labels in their description. Our research did not find a significant 

difference in WTP between the sustainable attributes themselves with each food item, suggesting 

that just the presence of a sustainable label can have a significant impact on our participant’s WTP.  

Some limitations of this study include our small sample size; we were unable to reach the 

recommended sample size (N=138) suggested by our power analysis. We had only 77 valid 

respondents. Additionally, the majority of participants were UBC students. Therefore, it is difficult 
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to extrapolate or generalize the data from this study to other demographic groups. Another 

limitation is that the majority of respondents identified as women and it may not represent the 

WTP factor of other genders. Additionally, there was low ecological validity in the survey as some 

participants responded with $0.00 for all products of no description, which would not reflect real 

life circumstances where everyone is not in a financial position to be able to afford sustainable 

food products or the sustainability impact of the product is not made clear. The standard deviation 

among the WTP factor of our participants may be explained by the impact of socioeconomic status 

on one's valuation of food products. Moreover, UBC students may have attempted to seem more 

concerned with the environmental impact of food products than they would be in reality, due to 

the prevalence of environmentalism. Participants may have grown conscious of their image and 

realized the aim of the study as they read the terms “sustainable” or “organic”, thereby influencing 

their responses. However, our preliminary results can serve as a strong foundation towards 

identifying key trends in people’s spending habits and priorities toward sustainable food 

production. 

To increase representation and broaden the scope of the findings, one could expand the 

demographics to include rural and urban participants, and how their environment and SES may 

influence their WTP for sustainable food items. While previous research on consumer values and 

perception of ecolabels has demonstrated that urban consumers are more price sensitive, they were 

less willing to pay more for sustainably labeled food products in comparison to what they already 

pay for non-sustainable food products. Less is understood about rural consumers WTP for 

sustainable attributes (Kaczorowska et al. 2019). A recent meta-analysis of discrete choice 

experiments suggests that women and people with lower levels of education expressed higher WTP 

for ecolabels on food products, which can further inform future research directions on 

underrepresented demographics (Bastounis et al. 2021).  

Ecolabels and using sustainability buzzwords may increase consumers’ WTP for more 

environmentally sustainable food products, which could be used as an effective strategy to promote 

a transition to a more sustainable diet (Bastounis et al. 2021). Therefore, the use of a cost-benefit 

analysis comparing the current base prices of organic food products to people’s WTP can be used 

in future studies to reflect more recent real world trends. For example, it can include different real 

world data such as analyzing online grocery shopping trends or a naturalistic observation of 

participants’ spending habits in Open Kitchen.  

Future studies could also expand the conditions to include sustainability attributes such as, 

fair-trade or low-GHG emissions. This would be useful in analyzing any significant differences 

between those attributes in comparison to each other, along with the attributes of the original study. 

For example, past research has suggested that environmental concern is a strong predictor of WTP 

for organic meals in comparison to the follow up factors of social value and health consciousness 

(Shin et al. 2019). However, they also found that health consciousness was the most influential 

factor in motivating consumers’ to visit, followed by social value and environmental concern (Shin 

et al. 2019). We hope that if this study were to be expanded that it would uncover the mechanisms 

of how framing sustainable attributes of food products can influence the value one places on those 

items along with their attitudes towards them.   

 

 

UBC Client Recommendations 

In light of our research, it is evident that the framing of sustainability attributes for food 

items positively influences UBC students' willingness to pay significantly more for food items 
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labeled as “organic”, “local”, or “sustainable” compared to conventional food items. Our findings 

suggest that UBC consumers value sustainable menu items and consider what is most 

environmentally optimal. Our study can also provide a framework for food pricing, as it shows 

how much students are willing to pay for existing menu items (see Tables D.1, E.1 and F.1). 

Currently, Open Kitchen at UBC charges $8.29 for a hamburger, but our results indicate that 

students would be willing to pay $11.48 for a more sustainable hamburger (Table D.1). These 

findings also hold true for plant-based options like the Southwest Bowl, which currently is priced 

at $8.99, but students would be willing to pay $11.16 for if it were entirely local (Table E.1). 

Likewise, students would be willing to pay $1.50 more for poutine that was made with local 

ingredients, such as potatoes from the UBC farm or cheese from a local dairy farm (Table F.3). 

OrganicBC (2022) claims that 35 pounds of organic and local potatoes could be purchased for 

$79.20 – approximately $2.26 per pound. While a generic 10 pound bag of potatoes from Walmart 

costs $4.97, or $0.50 per pound, this difference is almost made up by the difference in students’ 

WTP.  

Moving forward, offering sustainable meal alternatives can help UBC in transition towards 

environmentally-conscious food production systems. These findings suggest that UBC food 

services can implement a policy for all eligible food items to utilize the labeling of sustainability 

attributes on available menus, like Nutrislice. For example, food item A: “locally sourced from 

Abbotsford”. Since word choices such as ‘locally sourced’ and ‘organic’ evidently align with 

people's general sustainability values, it follows that the UBC kitchen, as well as the overall 

environment, would greatly benefit from more intentional usage of these powerful ‘buzzwords’. 

As the production and availability of sustainable food options increase, the price premium 

that is passed on to consumers may decrease. In the interim, more costly sustainable food options 

may present a barrier for students of lower-economic status. Another possible intervention for 

increasing the accessibility of sustainable food is to offer more plant-based options, which provide 

affordable meals for student consumers while simultaneously reducing the use of high-cost 

sustainable ingredients (ie. meat and seafood). These described interventions — aligning meal 

pricing with student values, labeling and promoting sustainable options, and offering low-cost 

nutritional alternatives —  can help UBC to mitigate the barriers involved in  transitioning towards 

climate friendly models of food systems. 
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Appendix A 

Survey Perceived Value of Food Products 
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Appendix B 

Promotional Media 
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Appendix C 

Power Calculation: G*power calculation to determine predicted sample size 
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Appendix D 

Burger Data Analysis 

 

 

 
 

Figure D.1 A graph showing WTP in CAD for the photo of a hamburger on the y-axis and 

condition (control, sustainable, organic, local) on the x-axis. Error bars indicate there is a 

significant difference between control to sustainable, organic, local, but not between sustainable, 

organic, and local. 

 

 
Table D.1 A table containing the mean price in CAD, standard deviation and number of 

responses for the photos of a hamburger. 

 

 
Table D.2  
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Table D.3  
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Appendix E 

Southwest Bowl Data Analysis 

 

 
Figure E.1 A graph showing WTP in CAD for the photo of a Southwest bowl on the y-axis and 

condition (control, sustainable, organic, local) on the x-axis. Error bars indicate there is a 

significant difference between control to sustainable, organic, local, but not between sustainable, 

organic, and local. 

 

 
Table E.1 A table containing the mean price in CAD, standard deviation and number of 

responses for the photos of a Southwest Bowl. 

 

 
Table E.2 



GOING FOR WOKE NOT BROKE 

24 

 
Table E.3 
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Appendix F 

Poutine Data Analysis 

 
Figure F.1 A graph showing WTP in CAD for the photo of a poutine on the y-axis and condition 

(control, sustainable, organic, local) on the x-axis. Error bars indicate there is a significant 

difference between control to sustainable, organic, local, but not between sustainable, organic, 

and local. 

 

 
Table F.1 A table containing the mean price in CAD, standard deviation and number of 

responses for the photos of a poutine. 

 

 
Table F.2 
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Table F.3 
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Appendix G 

Combined Data Analysis 

 

 
Figure G.1 A graph showing WTP in CAD on the y-axis and condition (control, sustainable, 

organic, local) on the x-axis. Plotted are the responses for hamburgers, Southwest Bowl, and 

poutine. People were least willing to pay for all poutine conditions, and most willing to pay for 

sustainable, organic, or local hamburger conditions. Error bars indicate there is a significant 

difference between control to sustainable, organic, local, but not between sustainable, organic, 

and local. 

 

 

 
Table G.1 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix H 
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Team Member Contribution 

 

Survey & Data Collection 

Leanna, Lowell, Morgan → created survey 

Morgan and Lowell → distributed flyers, shared on social media and with peers 

Leanna → sent to class discussion boards and asked profs to distribute, created poster & social 
media graphic 

Muna  → shared in class group chats, social media & asked Laure Dupuy to distribute our survey  
Hana → distributed surveys to online class chats, social media, etc., reached out to Dr.Zhao  
regarding concerns about our survey questions 

Katelyn → shared on class discussion boards, study groups, and social media  
 

Proposal 

Leanna  → Methods 

Morgan  → Methods and power analysis (appendix C) 
Hana  → Literature review and research question 

Lowell  →References 

Muna  →Research hypothesis and anticipated outcomes  
Katelyn  → Literature review and driving/restraining forces 

 

Presentation 

Leanna  → Measures and conditions, editing 

Morgan  → Results, graphs, editing 

Hana  → research question, hypothesis  
Lowell  →Limitations and Results Interpretation 

Muna  → Future Implications, editing 

Katelyn  → Participant demographics, editing 

 

Final Report 

Executive summary → Morgan 

Group and student names → Leanna 

Project title → Leanna 

Introduction (Literature review & driving and restraining forces) → Katelyn  
Research question and hypothesis → Hana  
Methods → Leanna & Muna  
 Participants & conditions  → Muna 

 Measures & Procedure→ Leanna 

Results, including appendices D-G → Morgan 

Discussion → Lowell 
Recommendations for UBC client → Katelyn & Hana 

References → Katelyn & Leanna 

Appendix → everyone 

 Survey → Leanna 

 Member contribution → everyone 
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