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Abstract: Consumers have an important role to play in the transition to a circular economy by making more
sustainable decisions and further supporting the functioning of value groups through their consumer choices.
To this end, it is necessary to promote circular and sustainable policies and practices that can lead to the
emergence of demonstration initiatives. From the theory of the circular economy and the sustainability
literature, 10 groups of factors can be identified that can influence the acceptance of circular products and
services for consumers. None of the aspects were specifically related to the consumption and recycling of
organic food. Food supply systems are identified as a potential area for the implementation of circular
concepts; however, these concepts focus mainly on food production and the recycling of surplus food.
Current circular solutions place less emphasis on food-related consumption, separating it from production or
waste streams. In the next study, we would like to demonstrate that consumption trends have surprisingly
overlapped in recent years (during Covid), resulting in a generational change in the consumption of organic
food. And the clear driving force of this change is circular thinking and gaining preferences.
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1. Introduction

Due to climate change and the need for an environmentally sustainable production system, circular economic
characteristics have come to the fore in a number of studies. However, moving towards a circular value chain
poses a lot of challenges for market participants. However, it is also undisputed that an analysis of consumer
behaviour is essential because, without their commitment, circular systems do not work properly. In this
paper, we examine the circular characteristics of the consumption habits of Hungarian consumers related to
food purchases. Factor and cluster analysis was used for market segmentation. Our research question was as
follows: "Is there a consumer segment in the Hungarian organic food market for which the use of circular
economic solutions can be encouraged by marketing or state regulatory means?" According to our hypothesis,
consumer segments are well defined and separable, so increased participation in the Hungarian circular value
chain can be facilitated by business models. We believe that highly educated young people who are very
conscious food consumers and have high incomes may have a good chance of future innovations in the
circular innovations, healthy food production. These young consumers tend to buy organic food, are
confident internet and software users, live in cities, and follow a healthy lifestyle. In the future, finding the
right marketing tools to integrate consumers more effectively and build commitment to sustainable, circular
systems is a key challenge. Gathering from various databases and continuously analyzing consumer feedback
can be a huge step towards increasing sustainable consumption and avoiding food waste. The significance of
our study is that we have found a dynamically growing consumer group that strongly expresses its acceptance
of circular economic values and can thus be a target group for policies that integrate circular systems.

It should be emphasized that more and more studies have recently been carried out highlighting the
importance of consumers and the nature of consumption in the further development of circular solutions.
Consumers may also play different roles in circular systems, may be conscious buyers, sellers, distributors,
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storages, enhancers, collaborators, and may also act as waste disposers [1]. Some authors have pointed out
that the active participation of consumers in achieving circular goals is at odds with current trends, which are
characterized by a complete lack of consumer awareness [2]. There are researchers who suggest conducting
analytical studies of the types of individuals or groups that are more likely to accept circular solutions [3]
and examining policy strategies that influence acceptance in the context of them [4, 5]. This would make it
possible to identify potential target groups among the relevant consumers. In order to identify groups with a
commitment to circular principles, markets should be differentiated based on circular conceptual
considerations, but we do not currently have adequate data for this [6; 7]. Therefore, researchers should use
other indicators for their analysis.

These include the zero-kilometer food indicator (for locally produced, sold and consumed food), organic
farming indicators, ‘small amount of food and drink’ followers who do not want to be obese) and confidence
/confidence index are important aspects in a circular system [8]. The activities of target groups can be
triggered by a combination of certain motives and characteristics of more sustainable products and services
[9]. It is also a challenge for policies to initiate a change in consumption patterns, as many people believe
that their food choices are a private matter and any government recommendations violate freedom of choice.
Related to this is an interesting question about the role that the media can play in creating the conditions for
the transition to a circular economy [10]. Many consumers are unaware of the whole food chain, the various
actors involved and the moral implications of their decisions. The consumer environment in which people
make routine decisions today does not support more sustainable consumption habits [11]. Research shows
that young adults are primarily concerned with shopping and the environmentally friendly conditions of
purchase, and are less interested in the process of sustainable use and disposal. The main obstacles in this
process are the lack of information and the lack of knowledge and skills [12]. Other studies have shown that
consumption patterns differ greatly in terms of gender, age, and income [13]. In addition, the results of some
studies show that the sustainable consumption behaviour of young adults is less different than that of older
adults. Regarding food consumption, when young adults (14-17 years old) buy food on their own, they want
cheap and tasty products without considering the composition or the manufacturer. Some people prefer
organic foods, but primarily for their own health rather than for ecological or environmental reasons [14].
Other research shows that young adults are in virtually constant contact with each other and actively
communicate through social media. In doing so, they are basically able to find the missing information about
healthy or harmful products, social work conditions, or waste management programs, and they can also share
this information [15]. Regarding sustainable consumer behaviour, the results show that there were no
significant differences in age, gender, and financial expenditures. In addition, eating habits are related to
people’s value orientation, emotions, personal and collective identity, traditions, and eating culture [16]. For
example, meat consumption is also associated with certain masculinity and ethnicity [17].

2. Local practice vs. sustainable production

Consumers of organic products tend to accept circular economic values because the main motivations for
consuming organic food in many countries are considerations of positive health effects, environmental
protection, and animal welfare [18; 19; 20; 21; 22; 23]. Circular solutions require consumers to integrate new
products, reuse existing infrastructures, or register in a completely different way, such as by introducing
consumer service systems [24; 25;]. This will make it easier to involve consumers who are open and ready
to apply innovative solutions. In organic farming, there are various innovative sourcing systems and direct
sales forms that are used by an increasing number of consumers. Community purchasing groups and
community-supported agricultural production are also operating successfully in different countries. It is clear
to everyone that there are many opportunities to use sustainable assets in short supply chains if they meet
specific economic, environmental and social conditions. However, Born and Purcell (2006) [26] emphasize
the need to avoid ‘local traps’, which means that local systems should not automatically be declared ‘good
practice’, as ‘local food’ is not always the same as ‘sustainable food’ [27]. Circular economic models are
based on the prudent and balanced use of resources to reduce environmental burdens. This requires strong
support from producers and a shift in consumers' food purchasing habits towards sustainability. Examples
include the use of a low-carbon footprint, the promotion of zero-kilometer products, and conscious action to
avoid food waste and reduce waste (food banking system). The potential positive effects of short supply
chains on the circular economy and sustainability goals can be achieved by supporting local food and
smallholders. This could lead to a significant reduction in waste and, among other things, to greater trust
between producers and consumers.
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3. Consumer trust and product labelling

Controlling production, the production of the product and its unquestionable confidence in its intrinsic value
have long been central to the sale of organic products. In the case of indirect purchases through commercial
partners and sales networks, consumers can only find out about the content value and place of origin of the
product through the trademarks placed on the product. The display of this information is a mandatory element
of the marketing of the product, but how reliable is this information for imported goods? Central to this is
the practice of certification by certification bodies around the world and the presence of information to help
consumers make a purchase! Whether healthy food is really healthy, or many claim it is based on the usual
scheme, is “the same as traditional, only sprayed at night,” so they don’t even think about buying organic
products, and it doesn’t really matter what price they offer!

In this connection, it should be mentioned that, according to Csikné (2014) [28], the most important
influencing factors in the purchase of food for the average Hungarian consumer are price, freshness, food
safety and choice. He found that the least influential factors were direct personal contact with farmers,
knowledge of production methods and the reduction of pollution. In Hungary, organic production is very
export-oriented: the majority (90-95%) of the main products (eg. maize, sunflower seeds, wheat, pumpkin
seeds, rye, animal products) go abroad unprocessed. Organic food of Hungarian origin rarely appears in the
retail trade, consumers can only buy imported products, sometimes of lower quality. In the organic market,
there are problems on both the demand and supply side, products are marketed that are not needed and some
desired products are missing [29].

Hungarian organic food stores focus mainly on vegan foods, and only a few of them deal with meat
products, although this may be more appropriate for traditional eating habits [30]. Knowledge of the demand
and supply characteristics of the market is contrary to the principle of a circular economy, ie. suppliers need
to know demand and customers need to know reliable suppliers. This fact also underscores the role of a well-
functioning label. A well-functioning label or trademark can build trust in the marketing of organic food. The
results of a Chinese survey have shown that the information provided on the label of organic food plays a
key role in encouraging consumers to turn to organic food with confidence [31]. Racz (2013) [32] found that
in many cases Hungarian consumers are unfamiliar with the objective meaning of food labels. This
uncertainty can be caused by the number of labels, so consumers are unable to gather extensive information
before making a purchase decision due to the lack of uniform sustainability labels and the use of several label
formats [32]. The various domestic promotional campaigns, as well as the labelling of foods that are produced
in Hungary or contain raw materials produced in Hungary, have been operating for years. However, the
special marketing program for organic food produced in Hungary and the related labelling system do not
work at all. The research question related to the above is how fast will the relationship system of traditional
organic food consumption change in the near future?

4. Materials and Methods

The research related to the eco-market trends was conducted in February 2018, in the largest Hungarian
organic farming market (Bioculture Ecoparket). After conducting five consumer test surveys, we evaluated
the questionnaire and further developed it based on common expert suggestions. Interviewees had the
opportunity to judge specific questions. We used the aspects discussed in the literature review from the survey
to determine what circular values are available to Hungarian consumers. The focus of the survey was on the
relationship between consumers and producers, consumer health awareness and the use of direct sales
channels, which contribute to the development of producer-consumer interactions (loops), ie a structure that
supports circular operation. There has been no similar study on the product lines of the Hungarian food
industry so far, so we can analyze the current situation primarily from the consumer's point of view.

5. Results

The circular economy, which we refer to today as synonymous with sustainability, cannot function without
commitment. Appropriate characteristics of consumer behaviour and attitudes are essential. Based on four
clusters, in our survey we can distinguish two clusters, special groups, from the 1st youth (21-30 years)
cluster and the 2nd mature adults (41-65 years) cluster, in which the opinions of the stakeholders are in line
with the characteristic values of the circular economy (Figure 1.). Summarizing the characteristics of the
different clusters, we can state that the members of clusters 1 and 2 think mainly in the local dimension, their
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attitude is the most appropriate for the circular economic values. Direct contacts with product chain actors
are most preferred. Cluster 1 in particular is noteworthy for this study. Highly educated, young people who
are very conscious consumers with good income conditions. They usually buy organic food and live in a big
city. Finding the right marketing tools in the future to integrate into consumption systems and be committed
to the concept of cyclical development can be a very important challenge in the future. for the introduction
of circular systems. The amount of food wasted is significantly lower for more expensive and better quality
foods than the linear (global) or traditional produce-consume-discard model.
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Figure 1. Images of each cluster (cluster 1, cluster 2, cluster 3, cluster 4)

Food waste can be significantly reduced by creating loops / cycles in a locally operated organic farm. The
characteristics and speed of the process depend on consumer decisions, the basic building blocks of circular
systems, such as the sharing of databases, the latest information available to all, the introduction of short
supply chains, accurate and detailed knowledge of market players, and the customization of consumption. in
consumer communities are more or less already known. However, the introduction of circular business
models is still in a very early stage in the value creation processes of organic food. Current research findings
may provide a starting point for future surveys and studies where we can make effective use of the experience
gained. It would be interesting to get an accurate answer to the question of whether consumers of organic
food can be committed to circular technologies and methods or clearly reject new, innovative, digital and
value-based food supply systems. Trends show that the main consumers of organic food are changing
significantly (younger and higher-income consumers may take the lead in the coming years) and the volume
of consumption may increase significantly as a result of digitalisation. Our research has also found that the
41-65 age group, which today plays the most significant role in the consumption of organic and premium
foods, is much more inflexible in the use of key elements of the circular value chain. The demand for local
food is not as strong in them as it is for the conscious younger (and more digital) generation. The results of
the research mainly show that a group of consumers with high incomes and relatively little information
(mainly in the 21-30 age group) has appeared on the market of organic products.

6. Discussion and Conclusions

The circular economy, which we refer to today as synonymous with sustainability, cannot function without
commitment. Appropriate characteristics of consumer behaviour and attitudes are essential. Based on our
survey, we can distinguish two clusters, the cluster of young people (aged 21-30 years) and the cluster of
mature adults (aged 4165 years), in which the opinions of the stakeholders are in line with the typical values
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of the circular economy. Summarizing the characteristics of the different clusters, we can state that the
members of clusters 1 and 2 think mainly in the local dimension, their attitude is the most appropriate for the
circular economic values. Direct contacts with product chain actors are most preferred. Cluster 1 in particular
is noteworthy for this study. Highly educated, young people who are very conscious consumers with good
income conditions. They usually buy organic food and live in a big city. Finding the right marketing tools to
integrate into consumption systems and be committed to the concept of cyclical development can be a very
important challenge in the future. Together with other authors, | believe that clarifying the link between food
consumption and food waste is a key area for the introduction of circular systems. The amount of food wasted
is significantly lower for more expensive and higher quality foods than for the linear (global) or traditional
product-discard model.

Food waste can be significantly reduced by creating loops / circuits in the locally operated bioeconomy.
The characteristics and speed of the process depend on consumer decisions, the basic building blocks of
circular systems, such as the sharing of databases, the latest information available to all, the introduction of
short supply chains, accurate and detailed knowledge of market players, and the customization of
consumption process in consumer communities is more or less already known. However, the introduction of
circular business models is still in a very early stage in the value creation processes of organic food. Current
research findings may provide a starting point for future surveys and studies where we can make effective
use of the experience gained. It would be interesting to get an accurate answer to the question of whether
consumers of organic food can be committed to circular technologies and methods or clearly reject new,
innovative, digital and value-based food supply systems. Trends show that the main consumers of organic
food are changing significantly (younger and higher-income consumers may take the lead in the coming
years) and that the volume of consumption may increase significantly as a result of digitalisation.
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