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CONSUMER TRUST AND WILLINGNESS TO PAY FOR QUALITY
LABELS IN THE AGRI-FOOD SECTOR: EVIDENCE FROM SERBIA

Abstract: Quality labels represent an important instrument for strengthening consumer confidence and improving the
market positioning of agri-food products. However, their effectiveness largely depends on consumer recognition and
trust. The aim of this paper is to examine the relationship between consumer recognition of quality labels, trust in
these labels, and willingness to pay a price premium for agri-food products in Serbia. Empirical research was
conducted through an online survey. The collected data were processed using descriptive statistics and correlation
analysis in order to identify relationships among the observed variables. The results indicate that higher recognition of
quality labels positively influences consumer trust, while trust significantly increases consumers’ willingness to pay a
premium price for labelled agri-food products. The findings suggest that improving consumer awareness and
credibility of quality certification systems may contribute to greater competitiveness and market differentiation of agri-
food products.
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1. INTRODUCTION

In recent decades, globalization and the liberalization of agri-food markets have significantly expanded product
availability, increasing competition and reducing the ability of consumers to differentiate products based solely on
observable characteristics (Anderson, 2010). In such an environment, consumers are increasingly confronted with
complex purchasing decisions, where product quality is not always directly verifiable prior to consumption. As a result,
the role of information signals that reduce uncertainty and facilitate decision-making has become increasingly
important. Quality labels represent one of the key mechanisms for addressing this issue, as they provide standardized
and certified information about product attributes such as production methods, safety, environmental impact, and ethical
standards (VelCovska & Sadilek, 2014).

The concept of food quality has evolved beyond traditional definitions based solely on physical and chemical
properties. In the modern context, quality encompasses a broader set of attributes, including production processes,



sustainability, and reputation (Kaczorowska et al., 2021). Consequently, consumers increasingly rely on external cues,
such as labels, to evaluate products and reduce uncertainty in purchasing decisions. However, the effectiveness of
quality labels depends not only on their presence, but also on consumers’ ability to recognize, understand, and trust
them. Previous research indicates that labels can significantly influence consumer perceptions and behavior, particularly
when they are perceived as credible and reliable (Grunert & Aachmann, 2016; Thegersen, 2023).

In the context of Serbia, where the agri-food sector plays a significant role in the national economy, understanding
consumer perceptions of quality labels is particularly relevant. Despite the increasing presence of various certification
systems, the extent to which consumers recognize and trust these labels, and how this affects their willingness to pay
(WTP), remains insufficiently explored. Therefore, the aim of this paper is to examine the relationship between
consumer recognition of quality labels, trust in these labels, and WTP for a price premium for agri-food products in
Serbia.

This paper is structured as follows. The next section presents a review of the relevant literature. This is followed by the
materials and methods section, which describes the research design, data collection, and analytical approach. The
subsequent section presents the results and discussion. Finally, the paper concludes with key findings, implications, and
recommendations for future research.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

The role of quality labels in agri-food markets is closely related to the problem of information asymmetry. Many food
attributes, including safety, production methods, certification standards, environmental performance, and compliance
with specific quality requirements, are difficult for consumers to verify before purchase. For this reason, labels and
certification schemes have been widely analysed as instruments that transform credence attributes into more visible
market signals. Caswell and Mojduszka (1996) argue that informational labelling can influence food markets by
improving the communication of product quality, while Grunert (2005) emphasizes that consumer demand for quality
and safety depends not only on objective product characteristics, but also on consumers’ interpretation of available
product information. In this sense, quality labels are not merely promotional elements, but mechanisms through which
certified information is communicated to consumers.

Previous research shows that quality labels may contribute to product differentiation, but their effectiveness depends on
the extent to which consumers are familiar with them and understand their meaning. Grunert and Aachmann (2016), in
a review of consumer reactions to European Union (EU) quality labels, show that these labels are generally associated
with positive product perceptions, but that their market impact is often limited by low or moderate consumer awareness.
Similarly, Velc¢ovska and Sadilek (2014) find that quality labels can influence consumer behaviour, although their
relevance in purchasing decisions depends on consumers’ knowledge and previous exposure to such labels. This
suggests that recognition is a necessary condition for the functioning of quality labels, but that visual recognition alone
does not guarantee behavioural effects.

A separate stream of literature focuses on certification labels as signals of controlled and verified product attributes.
Kaczorowska et al. (2021) show that certification labels can shape consumers’ perception of food quality, especially
when consumers associate them with clearly defined standards and reliable control. Janssen and Hamm (2012),
analysing certification labels in the organic food market, demonstrate that consumer responses differ across label types
and that familiarity with the certification scheme plays an important role in consumer valuation. Although organic
labels represent a specific category of certification, these findings are relevant for quality labelling more broadly,
because they show that consumers do not react only to the presence of a label, but also to the perceived reliability of the
certification system behind it.

Trust represents one of the key mechanisms through which quality labels may influence consumer behaviour. Since
consumers are usually unable to verify certified attributes by themselves, the effectiveness of labels depends on
confidence in the institutions, certification bodies, and control procedures that support them. Wu et al. (2021)
emphasize that trust in food is formed not only at the product level, but also through confidence in actors within the
food system. In the context of quality labels, this means that consumers must believe that the label is based on
transparent standards and effective control. If consumers perceive weak regulation, insufficient monitoring, or a risk of
misuse, the credibility of quality labels may be reduced, even when the labels are formally present on the market.

Empirical studies generally confirm that credible labels can generate a price premium, but the magnitude of this effect
depends on the type of label, the product category, and the level of consumer trust. Loureiro et al. (2002) show that
consumers may be willing to pay more for eco-labelled food products, while Van Loo et al. (2011) find that certified
organic labels increase consumers’ WTP for chicken breast. Van Loo et al. (2014) further show that different
sustainability-related quality claims generate different levels of consumer valuation, indicating that consumers do not
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treat all labels equally. Wongprawmas and Canavari (2017) reach a similar conclusion in the case of food safety labels,
showing that consumers are willing to pay a premium when certification is perceived as reliable.

Recent review and meta-analytical studies also indicate that labelling effects are heterogeneous rather than universal.
Bastounis et al. (2021) find that environmental sustainability labels generally increase willingness to pay, but that
effects vary across products, label formats, and study contexts. Shangguan et al. (2018) similarly show that food labels
can influence consumer behaviour, but only when consumers notice, understand, and use the information provided.
These findings are important for quality labels because they suggest that the mere existence of labels is not sufficient;
their effectiveness depends on the interaction between awareness, comprehension, credibility, and trust.

Overall, the literature suggests that quality labels can improve product differentiation and create additional market
value, but only when consumers recognize them, understand their meaning, and perceive them as credible. However,
empirical evidence on the relationship between recognition of quality labels, consumer trust, and willingness to pay
remains limited in the Serbian agri-food market. Therefore, this paper examines whether higher recognition of EU and
national quality labels is associated with stronger consumer trust, and whether trust is associated with a greater
willingness to pay a premium price for quality-labelled agri-food products.

3. MATERIAL AND METHODS

The research aimed to examine the level of consumer awareness, perceptions, and attitudes toward quality labels
applied to agri-food products. The empirical part of the research is based on a survey conducted in an online format in
2025. The sample consists of 100 respondents from the territory of the Republic of Serbia. The questionnaire consisted
of 30 questions, divided into three segments. The first segment included demographic characteristics of respondents,
such as gender, age, place of residence, and monthly income. The second segment referred to product-related
perceptions, while the third segment focused on quality labels, including questions on recognition, sources of
information, level of trust, WTP for a premium price, attitudes toward institutional support, and perceived risks of
misuse. Participation in the survey was voluntary and anonymous, and respondents were briefly introduced to the
concept of quality labels prior to completing the questionnaire.

The collected data were processed using Microsoft Excel and SPSS software. Descriptive statistics were used to analyze
the socio-demographic structure of respondents and general trends in consumer perceptions. Correlation analysis was
conducted to examine the relationships between key variables, with a particular focus on the relationship between
recognition and trust in quality labels, as well as between trust and WTP for a premium price for products carrying such
labels.

Recognition of Quality Labels

®

Willingness to Pay

Figure 1: Model design
Source: Authors

The analysis is based on the assumption that higher levels of recognition of quality labels are associated with higher
levels of consumer trust, and that increased trust leads to a greater WTP for a premium price. The relationships between
the observed variables are presented through a conceptual model based on correlation analysis. Figure 1 illustrates the
assumed relationships between recognition of quality labels, trust in these labels, and WTP for a premium price. In
order to conduct the correlation analysis, specific variables were defined and coded in Table 1.
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Table 1: Variables used in the analysis

Abbreviation Description

PREP18 Recognition of EU quality labels

PREP19 Recognition of national quality labels (Serbia)

POV24 Trust in quality labels

WTP21 Willingness to pay a premium price for quality-labelled products
WTP22 Willingness to pay a premium price (%)

Source: Authors

The analysis of the collected data is based on testing the following hypotheses:
e HI: There is a statistically significant positive relationship between the recognition of quality labels and
consumer trust.
e H2: There is a statistically significant positive relationship between consumer trust in quality labels and
willingness to pay a premium price for products carrying such labels.

4. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The socio-demographic structure of respondents is presented in Table 2. The sample consists of 100 respondents, with a
slight predominance of female participants (58%), compared to male respondents (41%), while 1% of respondents did
not specify their gender. The age structure is dominated by respondents aged between 18 and 30 years (69%), followed
by respondents aged 31 to 55 (21%), while younger respondents under 18 account for 10%. There were no respondents
older than 55. These results indicate that the findings primarily reflect the attitudes of a younger population segment.
Regarding the place of residence, 44% of respondents live in urban areas, 42% in rural areas, and 14% in suburban
areas, suggesting a relatively balanced spatial distribution of the sample. In terms of income, the structure of
respondents is relatively evenly distributed. The largest share of respondents (35%) reported monthly income below
50,000 RSD, followed by 24% in the range of 50,000—-80,000 RSD, 22% between 80,001-110,000 RSD, and 19%
above 110,000 RSD.

Table 2: Socio-demographic structure of respondents

Variable Category Number of Percentage (%)
observations
(N)
Female 58 58%
Gender Male 100 41 41%
Prefer not to say 1 1%
<18 10 10%
18-30 69 69%
Age 31-55 100 21 | 21%
>55 0 0%
Place of Urban 44 44%
residence Suburban 100 14 14%
Rural 42 42%
<50.000 35 35%
Structure of 50.000-80.000 100 24 24%
income 80.001-110.000 22 22%
>110.000 19 19%

Source: Authors

In addition to the socio-demographic characteristics, the results provide further insight into respondents’ perceptions of
quality labels on agri-food products. The findings indicate a high level of awareness of quality labels among
respondents. Specifically, 90% of respondents reported that they are familiar with some form of quality label,
suggesting their strong presence in the market. Differences are observed across settlement types, with the highest level
of recognition recorded among respondents from urban areas (95%), while suburban areas show the lowest level (79%)
(Figure 2).
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Rural area Suburban area Urban area

mYes HNo

WYes WNo mYes mNo

Figure 2: Recognition of quality labels by place of residence
Source: Authors

Variations are also evident across age groups, as recognition of quality labels increases with age, indicating that older
respondents are generally more familiar with such labels. Regarding sources of information, respondents most
frequently identified product packaging (52.2%) and media (51.1%) as the main channels through which they obtain
information about quality labels. In contrast, information provided within retail outlets was considered the least
important source (17.8%).

Consumers’ WTP for a premium price for quality-labelled products varies significantly. The largest share of
respondents (24.2%) expressed their willingness by selecting level 5 on a scale from 1 to 6, indicating a moderate to
high readiness to pay more for such products. However, opinions differ when it comes to the exact percentage of price
premium consumers are willing to pay. Trust in quality labels appears to be relatively low. Only 6.3% of respondents
stated that they have complete trust in quality labels, while 10.5% reported having no trust at all. These findings suggest
that trust remains a key limiting factor in the effectiveness of quality labelling systems.

Furthermore, respondents emphasize the important role of public institutions in the development and functioning of
quality label systems. A high level of agreement was observed with the statement that state support, through clear
regulation, subsidies, and promotion is essential for the successful implementation of quality labels.

mYes mNo mNotsure

Figure 3: Risk of misuse of quality labels
Source: Authors

Finally, a significant proportion of respondents expressed concern regarding the potential misuse or insufficient control
of quality labels (Figure 3). This perception highlights the need to strengthen transparency and improve consumer
education in order to enhance trust and overall effectiveness of quality certification systems.

In order to examine the relationships between recognition of quality labels, consumer trust, and WTP for a premium
price, correlation analysis was conducted (Table 3). The results indicate a statistically significant positive relationship
between recognition of quality labels and consumer trust. In the case of EU quality labels, a moderate positive
correlation was identified (r = 0.508, p < 0.01), suggesting that higher recognition of these labels is associated with
higher levels of trust among consumers. A similar, although weaker, relationship was observed for national quality
labels (r=0.386, p < 0.01).
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Table 3: Correlation analysis

Variables Correlation type Coefficient
POV24 - PREP18 (EU Pearson 0.508** 74
labels)
POV24 - PREP19 "
(National labels) Pearson 0.386 74
POV24 - WTP21 Pearson 0.706** 95
POV24 - WTP22 Spearman 0.506** 95

Note: **Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
Source: Authors

Furthermore, the analysis reveals a strong positive relationship between trust in quality labels and WTP for a premium
price. The Pearson correlation coefficient between trust (POV24) and WTP (WTP21) is r = 0.706 (p < 0.01), indicating
that consumers who have higher levels of trust are significantly more likely to pay a higher price for products carrying
quality labels. Additionally, the relationship between trust and the percentage of price premium consumers are willing
to pay was examined using Spearman’s correlation coefficient, due to the ordinal nature of the variable. The results
show a moderate positive correlation (p = 0.506, p < 0.01), confirming that higher levels of trust are associated with a
greater WTP for a higher price premium.

These findings confirm the proposed hypotheses. Specifically, H1, which assumes a positive relationship between
recognition of quality labels and consumer trust, is supported. Likewise, H2, which assumes a positive relationship
between trust and WTP, is also confirmed. Overall, the results highlight that while recognition of quality labels
contributes to building consumer trust, it is trust that plays a decisive role in transforming this recognition into
economic value, expressed through consumers” WTP for a premium price.

The results of this study indicate a clear discrepancy between consumer recognition and trust in quality labels. Although
a high proportion of respondents (90%) reported being familiar with quality labels, the level of trust remains relatively
low, with a significant share of respondents expressing concerns regarding their credibility. This gap suggests that
recognition alone is not sufficient for ensuring the effectiveness of quality labelling systems, which is consistent with
findings that consumers often recognize labels without fully understanding their meaning (Grunert & Aachmann, 2016).
Trust appears to be a key determinant of consumer behaviour. The high perception of the risk of misuse (78.9%)
indicates that concerns related to insufficient control and transparency significantly affect consumer confidence. This
supports the view that the effectiveness of quality labels depends on institutional credibility and the strength of
certification systems.

Differences across socio-demographic groups further support these findings. Higher recognition among urban
respondents (95%) compared to suburban areas (79%) suggests that exposure to information and product availability
play an important role. Similar patterns have been identified in previous studies, highlighting that consumers’ choices of
quality-labelled foods depend on product-related information, familiarity with certification schemes, and the perceived
value of labelled products (Menozzi et al., 2021). Consumers’ WTP for a premium price for quality-labelled products is
present but moderate. This suggests that, although consumers recognize the added value of such products, their
readiness to pay higher prices is limited, which is in line with findings that perceived quality does not always translate
into higher spending. The results of this research indicate that this limitation is closely linked to the level of trust.

In addition, the presence of multiple labels may contribute to consumer confusion, reducing their overall credibility.
Previous research suggests that a large number of labels can lead to information overload and lower consumer
confidence (Grunert & Aachmann, 2016), which is consistent with the findings of this research. The role of the state is
also emphasized as an important factor. Respondents highlight the need for clear regulation, control, and promotion,
indicating that trust in quality labels is closely linked to institutional support. This supports the view that quality labels
function not only as market tools but also as part of a broader regulatory system.

These findings are further supported by the correlation analysis, which confirms that trust plays a decisive role in
influencing consumers’ WTP for a premium price.

5. CONCLUSION

This research examined the relationship between consumer recognition of quality labels, trust in these labels, and WTP
for a price premium for agri-food products in Serbia. The findings reveal a clear discrepancy between high levels of
recognition and relatively low levels of trust, indicating that the mere presence of quality labels in the market is not
sufficient to ensure their effectiveness. While recognition contributes positively to building consumer trust, particularly
in the case of EU quality labels, the results demonstrate that trust is the key determinant that translates awareness into
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actual economic value. The strong positive relationship between trust and WTP confirms that consumers are
significantly more willing to pay a premium only when they perceive labels as credible and reliable.

The results further highlight the importance of institutional credibility and regulatory frameworks. A high perceived risk
of misuse and insufficient control of quality labels negatively affects consumer trust, suggesting that transparency,
standardization, and effective certification systems are essential for the functioning of quality labelling schemes. At the
same time, the findings imply that improving consumer understanding of labels, rather than simply increasing their
visibility, is crucial for strengthening their market impact. Overall, quality labels have the potential to enhance product
differentiation and competitiveness in the agri-food sector, but their effectiveness depends on the level of trust they
generate among consumers.

Despite these contributions, the research is subject to several limitations. The relatively small sample size and the
dominance of younger respondents limit the generalizability of the findings. Additionally, the use of an online survey
may introduce selection bias, while the reliance on correlation analysis prevents the establishment of causal
relationships between variables. Future research should address these limitations by employing larger and more
representative samples, as well as more advanced methodological approaches, such as regression-based or integrated
choice and latent variable (ICLV) models. Further studies could incorporate additional determinants of consumer
behaviour, including knowledge, risk perception, and trust in institutions, and explore differences across types of quality
labels or between national and international contexts. Experimental approaches, such as discrete choice experiments or
behavioural methods, may provide deeper insights into actual consumer preferences and WTP, thereby contributing to a
more comprehensive understanding of the role of quality labels in modern agri-food markets.

REFERENCES

Anderson, K. (2010). Globalization’s effects on world agricultural trade, 1960-2050. Philosophical Transactions of the
Royal Society B: Biological Sciences, 365(1554), 3007-3021. https://doi.org/10.1098/rstb.2010.0131

Bastounis, A., Buckell, J., Hartmann-Boyce, J., Cook, B., King, S., Potter, C., Bianchi, F., Rayner, M., & Jebb, S. A.
(2021). The impact of environmental sustainability labels on willingness-to-pay for foods: A systematic review and
meta-analysis of discrete choice experiments. Nutrients, 13(8), Article 2677. https://doi.org/10.3390/nu13082677

Caswell, J. A., & Mojduszka, E. M. (1996). Using informational labeling to influence the market for quality in food
products. American Journal of Agricultural Economics, 78(5), 1248-1253. https://doi.org/10.2307/1243501

Grunert, K. G. (2005). Food quality and safety: Consumer perception and demand. European Review of Agricultural
Economics, 32(3), 369-391. https://doi.org/10.1093/eurrag/jbi011

Grunert, K. G., & Aachmann, K. (2016). Consumer reactions to the use of EU quality labels on food products: A review of
the literature. Food Control, 59, 178-187. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.foodcont.2015.05.021

Janssen, M., & Hamm, U. (2012). Product labelling in the market for organic food: Consumer preferences and
willingness-to-pay for different organic certification logos. Food Quality and Preference, 25(1), 9-22.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.foodqual.2011.12.004

Kaczorowska, J., Prandota, A., Rejman, K., Halicka, E., & Tul-Krzyszczuk, A. (2021). Certification labels in shaping
perception of food quality—Insights from Polish and Belgian urban consumers. Sustainability, 13(2), Article 702.
https://doi.org/10.3390/su13020702

Loureiro, M. L., McCluskey, J. J., & Mittelhammer, R. C. (2002). Will consumers pay a premium for eco-labeled apples?
Journal of Consumer Affairs, 36(2), 203-219. https://doi.org/10.1111/].1745-6606.2002.tb00430.x

Menozzi, D., Giraud, G., Saidi, M., & Yeh, C.-H. (2021). Choice Drivers for Quality-Labelled Food: A Cross-Cultural
Comparison on PDO Cheese. Foods, 10(6), Article 1176. https://doi.org/10.3390/foods10061176

Shangguan, S., Afshin, A., Shulkin, M., Ma, W., Marsden, D., Smith, J., Saheb-Kashaf, M., Shi, P., Micha, R., Imamura,
F., & Mozaffarian, D. (2018). A meta-analysis of food labeling effects on consumer diet behaviors and industry
practices. American Journal of Preventive Medicine, 56(2), 300-314. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.amepre.2018.09.024

Thagersen, J. (2023). How does origin labelling on food packaging influence consumer product evaluation and choices?
Food Policy, 119, 102503. https://doi.org/10.1016/].foodpol.2023.102503

Van Loo, E. J., Caputo, V., Nayga, R. M., Jr., Meullenet, J.-F., & Ricke, S. C. (2011). Consumers’ willingness to pay for
organic chicken breast: Evidence from choice experiment. Food Quality and Preference, 22(7), 603-613.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.foodqual.2011.02.003

Van Loo, E. J., Caputo, V., Nayga, R. M., Jr., & Verbeke, W. (2014). Consumers’ valuation of sustainability labels on
meat. Food Policy, 49, 137-150. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.foodpol.2014.07.002

221


https://doi.org/10.1098/rstb.2010.0131
https://doi.org/10.3390/nu13082677
https://doi.org/10.2307/1243501
https://doi.org/10.1093/eurrag/jbi011
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.foodcont.2015.05.021
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.foodqual.2011.12.004
https://doi.org/10.3390/su13020702
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1745-6606.2002.tb00430.x
https://doi.org/10.3390/foods10061176
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.amepre.2018.09.024
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.foodpol.2023.102503
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.foodqual.2011.02.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.foodpol.2014.07.002

Vel&ovska, S., & Sadilek, T. (2014). The influence of quality labels on consumer behaviour. Acta Universitatis
Agriculturae et Silviculturae Mendelianae Brunensis, 62(4), 835-841. https://doi.org/10.11118/actaun201462040835

Wongprawmas, R., & Canavari, M. (2017). Consumers’ willingness-to-pay for food safety labels in an emerging market:
The case of fresh produce in Thailand. Food Policy, 69, 25-34. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.foodpol.2017.03.004

Wu, W., Zhang, A., van Klinken, R. D., Schrobback, P., & Muller, J. M. (2021). Consumer trust in food and the food
system: A critical review. Foods, 10(10), Article 2490. https://doi.org/10.3390/foods10102490

222


https://doi.org/10.11118/actaun201462040835
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.foodpol.2017.03.004
https://doi.org/10.3390/foods10102490

