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Abstract  
 

Background: In the food market, certification marks are considered to give guidance and 

orientation. This specific market is constantly growing in its product range, 

which causes a choice overload for the consumer. At the same time, an 

increasing differentiation of customer’s needs and demands exists. This increase 

requires information about the product and led to the development of further 

certification marks. Thus, it has come to a profusion of certification marks which 

results in a loss of information value for the consumer and ultimately in a 

deficient information process and understanding of the certification marks. 

  

Purpose:        This study investigates the influence of semiotics in the information processing 

of certification marks. Further insight into the final stage of the consumers’ 

understanding of certification marks is given, in order to reveal semiotics as a 

communication medium on certification marks. Furthermore, the study aims to 

draw attention to the current deficiency of the certification marks’ information 

process and provides improvement measures. 

  

Method:    An abductive research approach with an interpretivism philosophy was chosen 

to analyze the collected data. The exploratory study used a total of 17 semi-

structured interviews, which were divided into three different modules. The first 

module shortly investigated a consumer’s general grocery buying behavior and 

their understanding of certification marks. The following modules were based 

on the information process. The second module looked at a consumer’s 

absorption capacity of certification marks and the third module was divided into 

three further themes that explored a consumer’s associations with semiotics.  

 

Conclusion:   A lack of understanding certification marks was identified in the study, which is 

based on a deficient information process of the consumer. The first deficiency 

was detected between the sensory register and short-term memory showing that 

consumers have a limited absorption capacity for semiotics in certification 

marks. A further deficiency, found in the short-term memory, reveals that issue 

scope associations must align with the semiotics used in certification marks in 

order to be understood. Additionally, the product of the certification mark 

influences the information process. Finally, it can be said that semiotics play a 

key role in understanding certification marks as they strongly influence a 

consumer’s information processing.  
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1. Introduction 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

The study is introduced by a background summary, strengthening the current relevance 

of the field of investigation. To create a further understanding for the need of research 

the problem is discussed, followed by an elaboration on the research purpose and the 

final research question. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

1.1 Background 

 

Human information processing is a complex and multidimensional procedure, which 

begins when the consumer absorbs information and recognizes a need. Further 

mechanisms, like an information search and an assessment of the information, are 

included in this process. This approach is influenced by external factors (Lioutas, 2014). 

For example, while grocery shopping, a consumer evaluates a product mentally by 

processing information (Lioutas, 2014). Certification marks, as an external factor for the 

information process, have the reputation of giving orientation guidance in a practice like 

grocery shopping in the food market (Buxel, 2018).  

  

The food market is constantly growing in its wide range of products, which results in a 

choice overload for the consumer. The American research team Iyengar, Lepper and 

Diener (2000) implemented three studies which demonstrate that people are more likely 

to purchase a product when offered a limited array of six choices rather than a more 

extensive array of 24 or 30 choices. This phenomenon can be traced back to the complex 

information processing a consumer has to do in order to choose the right product, which 

results in undermining the consumers motivation and satisfaction (Iyengar, Lepper & 

Diener, 2000). At the same time, an increasing differentiation of a customer’s needs and 

demands exists on the characteristics of food products. Therefore, various demand 

segments have developed within the food product categories, for example organic, vegan, 

free from, local and many more (Buxel, 2018).  
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There are different factors that can be the reason for the increase of the customer’s needs 

and demands regarding food characteristics. Firstly in „this era of globalization, it is not 

only populations that migrate but also foods, as people adopt foreign diets and import 

exotic products“ (Hadley, 2006). As a consequence, the number of people who have food 

allergies, incompatibilities and intolerances is constantly increasing worldwide (World 

Allergy Organization, 2011). Secondly, the number of individuals choosing to follow a 

specific food diet or trend has increased in recent years. According to recent research 

data, the food diet veganism is increasing worldwide due to primarily concerns for 

animals and health (Google Trends, 2019). In addition, the sales value of organic retail is 

increasing every year. Between 2008 and 2016, the retail sales of organic food doubled 

and reached 33.5 billion euros in Europe (Statista, 2019).  

 

Because of consumers’ needs and demands regarding food characteristics, information is 

required about the product. In this context, more and more certification marks are 

developed and placed on products. But do certification marks actually fulfill their goal of 

guiding the consumer through the wide range of products in the supermarket? And does 

the overload of certification marks limit the value of information and orientation for the 

consumer?  

 

1.2 Problem Discussion and Research Purpose 

There is a profusion of certification marks in the market, causing a loss of information 

value for consumers (Harbaugh, Maxwell & Roussillon, 2011). Certification marks in the 

food industry exist internationally, in the political and economic union of the EU and on 

a national level. Currently, only within the food eco-label field, 148 different certification 

marks exist worldwide (Big Room Inc, 2019). Taking into account, that eco-labels are 

only one field of certification of food, this example shows that an even higher amount of 

overall certification marks exist. As a product can have multiple certification marks on 

the product package with different designs and different indications, a consumer's 

information process is exacerbated. A recent study in Germany showed that a big majority 

of consumers are less familiar with the different marks and their meanings in relation to 

the product (Buxel, 2018). It can be implied that this country example reflects the issue 

that consumers have trouble understanding the certification marks.  
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The issue of choice overload of certification marks and the lack of understanding can 

make certification marks redundant. The goal of giving the consumer guidance through 

information in their food shopping behavior seems to have a deficiency in the information 

process, which leads to the research purpose of this study. 

 

Figure 1 Conceptualization of research topic 

 
 

Source: Own illustration. 

 

Facing the mentioned problem, the study investigates how semiotics influence the 

information process of certification marks and, therefore, the final stage of understanding. 

Certification mark designs vary in the use of semiotics, thus, the focus of the study lies 

within the investigation of their meaning and use. In the wide spectrum of food 

certification marks and their different reference areas called issue scopes, this research 

will give an insight into the general topic of semiotics as a communication medium on 

certification marks.   
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In regard to the conceptualized research topic, the following question was developed and 

elaborated on in this study: 

 

How do semiotics influence the information process and consequential the 

understanding of certification marks on groceries? 

 

 

 

 

1.3 Structure of the Study 

Following the research introduction, the second chapter of the study addresses the 

theoretical framework which creates an insight into previous literature on the field of 

study. This chapter includes information on certification marks, the theory of semiotics 

and the theory of information processing. The connection of the information of these 

subchapters are presented in the chapter conjunction of theoretical components. The 

methodology is presented in the third chapter, giving a close description on the research 

framework, procedure and data collection method. Additionally, the subchapters present 

the research design, quality assurance measures, data collection and data analysis. In 

general, the data collection approach, both theoretical and empirical are presented in 

Appendix 1. The fourth chapter analyses and interprets the collected primary data. The 

qualitative study summarizes its findings and concludes on the research question in the 

fifth chapter. Lastly, the overall study is discussed, and limitations, future research and 

managerial implications are presented.   
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2. Theoretical Framework 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

The following chapter focuses on the theoretical framework of this study. This 

framework should create the theoretical foundation in order to develop knowledge 

about certification marks, the theory of semiotics and information process. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

2.1 Framing Certification Marks  

 

Already in the sixteenth century marks were introduced to consumers as an indication of 

product origin and quality. As local and international trade increased over time, the 

importance of certification marks also grew (Belson, 2002). Today, certification marks 

can be defined as: “a mark which indicates that certain characteristics of goods [...] in 

connection with which the mark is used, are certified.” (Belson, 2002, p.1) The mark 

certifies that standards have been fulfilled and therefore sets a guarantee to the consumer. 

An example on the purpose of labeling products is given by the International Organization 

for Standardization (ISO) for environmental certification marks, which are one of the 

various issue scopes existing in the market. The purpose is “to educate and increase 

consumer awareness of the environmental impacts of a product and bring about 

environmental protection by encouraging consumers to buy products with a lower 

environmental impact” (ISO, 2012, p.15). While many certification marks are voluntary, 

some are compulsory in certain areas (Verksamt.se, 2018).  

The certification marks can be classified into various categories and different angles 

called issue scopes. From the viewpoint of an issue scope, the marks can be classified in 

sectors (MRAG, 2011). The table below provides an overview of the main issue scopes 

and their sectors. These issue scopes play an essential role in the further research study 

and thus, will be defined in the following paragraph.  
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Table  1 Categorization of certification marks 

 
 

Source: Own illustration based on MRAG (2011). 

 

Concerning the first issue scope, environment, the circumstances around something or 

someone influence the life, in the form of people, things, events and everything else that 

can be connected with a specific sector (Collins, 2019a). The second issue scope 

combines both, social and ethical. While social relates to society or to the way how society 

is organized, ethical relates to beliefs about right and wrong (Collins, 2019b; Collins, 

2019c). Animal Health and Welfare represents the third issue scope. This scope refers to 

the health, comfort and happiness of animals (Collins, 2019d). Fourthly, food quality 

describes how good or bad the food is (Collins, 2019e). In comparison to food quality, 

food safety focuses on the state of the product or its components being safe from any 

harm or danger (Collins, 2019f). The last issue scope traceability can be described as the 

ability to trace back the origin or the development of a product within one of the sectors, 

how it started or is developed (Collins, 2019g). 

 

2.2 Framing the Theory of Semiotics 

 

In the grocery store environment attention is drawn by visual cues and signs, in order to 

identify and conclusively categorize a product (Machiels & Karnal, 2016; Opperud, 

2004). According to the definition of the term certification mark, given in chapter 2.1, the 

content of the mark aims to show certification of a specific characteristic, showing a 

meaning (Barnes, 2011). Thus, the certification mark embodies and consists of several 
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semiotics and therefore, the theory of semiotics is chosen as the main foundation, in order 

to answer the research question. The theory of semiotics contains a large range of 

concepts with various approaches from different scientists. Covering the whole range 

would go beyond the scope of this master thesis, hence the following will explain the 

essential basics of semiotic theory, assessed by the relevance regarding certification 

marks.   

 

2.2.1 Theory of Peirce and Saussure  

 

Based on the research of the linguist Ferdinand de Saussure and the philosopher Charles 

Sanders Peirce, the theory of semiotics emerged in the early 1890s.  Semiotics can be 

defined as the “study of signs” (Chandler, 2017, p.2). Signs can be understood as anything 

that stands for something else in relation to a concept or object (Smith, 2005). This 

includes gestures, colors, possessions or anything else to which a community attributes 

meaning (Barnes, 2011). In general, the theory of semiotics consists of three elements, 

sign, signified and signifier. According to Ferdinand de Saussure (1916) the relationship 

between these elements can be explained through a sign, which has to be seen as the result 

occurring from the association of the signifier with the signified. Whereas the signifier is 

defined as the material object and the signified concept as its meaning (Barnes, 2011). 

For clarification of the difference between signifier and signified concept an example is 

given: the sign in front of a shop with the word “open” on it contains the signifier “open” 

as a word and the signified concept that one is able to enter the shop (Barnes, 2011). 

While many of Saussure’s ideas are confined to the field of linguistics and focus on the 

social function of linguistic signs, the American philosopher Peirce tried to develop these 

ideas further and investigated the common „logic function of signs“ (Chandler, 2017, 

p.32). In his studies, Peirce suggested that there are three characteristics in order for it to 

qualify as a sign and to explain its relationship. First, a sign must have a physical form, 

secondly, it must refer to something other than itself, and thirdly it must be used and 

recognized as a sign. Are these circumstances given, the triadic model developed by 

Peirce, helps to explain how the sign is understood and its relationship. The triadic model 

describes the sign’s relation with three basic elements of semiotics, the sign itself as 

representamen, the object as semiotic subject and the interpretant as the interpret 

meaning. All of these elements depend on each other in order to build the same meaning. 
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The sign can be defined as anything that stands for something else in the development of 

meaning; whereas, the object represents the subject that utters the matter. The meaning 

of the sign will be developed, when a translation in the form of an interpretation with the 

interpretant takes place (Chandler, 2017; CommunicationTheory, 2017). Additionally, 

Peirce researched ways to present the relationship between the signifier and the signified 

concept, hence three different kinds of signs evolved.  

First, an index states that a signified does not exist without a signifier. As an example, 

mold is a sign that a product is old, without mold the individual would not know about 

the concept of bad quality of the product. 

Second, symbols represent a meaning, which can emerge arbitrarily or through habits or 

rules. In case the symbol has emerged through habits or rules it is vital for the individual 

to be acquainted with the certain habit or rule of the society. There is no connection 

between the sign and the object or concept (Chandler, 2017). A heart is often represented 

in a specific symbolic design even though there is no resemblance between the real heart 

and the heart symbol. Additionally, a heart can resemble the concept of love, without 

having a visible resemblance. The context and habits or rules can clarify the meaning of 

the symbol. A symbol’s task is to communicate meaning to an individual as it is the most 

effective way of presenting to the signified. Symbols have found great use in public 

signage as they are understood in general (Chandler, 2017). 

Lastly, an icon shows the physical similar resemblance to the idea it is trying to elicit, the 

signified (Chandler, 2017). A sign of a cupcake can be recognized in a photograph, 

because of the resemblance between the cupcake in the picture and the actual cupcake 

sign. In comparison to symbolic relations, iconic ones seem more natural in presenting 

reality. There is no existing connection, as seen in the index, that can assure the real 

existence of the object. On the contrary, it is claimed that icons do not simply exist on 

their own. Something is not mainly iconic only by resembling likeness. The sign might 

have a different meaning (Chandler, 2017). The iconic symbol of a fork and knife is 

resembling the real nature of the objects (iconic), but the actual meaning of the sign 

becomes symbolic as it represents the facilities of a restaurant. 

As seen in the example above an overlap between icons, symbols and index can often be 

identified. The street sign of an image of an elephant can be an index to the meaning of a 

zoo and additionally the image of an elephant is the symbolic meaning of an elephant 

representing the animal world. 
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Many symbols are globally equal in their meaning, examples are given in Table 2 (ISO, 

2013). On packaging pictograms, violators, labels, symbols and others can illustrate signs 

with a certain meaning in relation to the product. The sign of a label or stamp can indicate 

the product’s quality (Wagner, 2015).  

 

Table  2 Internationally applied signs 

Source: Own illustration based on ISO (2013). 

 

2.2.2 Color Theory and Semiotics  

Color is used as a communication tool and can become a sign, which creates meaning for 

the viewer. The literature on color theory and color semiotics is introduced to create a 

broader understanding.  

 

Within the visual world a human mind can perceive different colors, which grab attention 

to the eye, create meaning and evoke emotions for consumers (Blythe, 2008). One 

delineates colors as “properties that are experienced by conscious beings visually, they 

cannot be fully appreciated in any non-visual way” (Gow, 2014, p.803).  

Depending on the lighting conditions colors can be perceived differently. It has been 

estimated that the human eye can differentiate between 10 million colors (Best & Textile 

Institute, 2012). Historically artists have used colors in their paintings to express 

emotions. Certain colors can be perceived as warm or cold. The latter is associated with 

turquoise, blue and green. These colors create a tranquilizing state. A warm and appealing 

character can be related to red, orange and yellow hues (Best & Textile Institute, 2012). 

From a physiological perspective, hormones are produced and released by colors 

(Labrecque, Patrick & Milne, 2013). Meaning that is given to colors can be distinguished 
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into embodied and referential meaning. On one hand, embodied meaning of an aesthetic 

stimuli is influenced by stimulation and is independent of the context. As the perception 

of color has been affected by human’s biological past and behavior, responses are 

biologically introduced from birth on. This natural behavior helps us understand and 

survive. On the other hand, referential meaning is dependent on the context and one’s 

association to it. A network of semantic associations is its origin. Associations are created 

upon the relation between objects, messages, experiences and colors. The individual can 

be aware of associations, but utilization of the associations occurs often unconsciously. 

For instance, the color green often is associated with the general topic of environment and 

pink is related to Breast Cancer, a specific issue in society as not everyone is affected. 

Color associations can be seen differently in various cultures, even though main 

associations might be the same in cultures. Despite this fact, the differences between 

cultures are reducing in relation to colors (Labrecque et al., 2013). 

Colors are used to influence consumer expectations of quality, the intensity of taste, 

consistency, and a lot more (Won & Westland, 2018). In relation to a product, the color 

can be an indication of the actual product content and to its quality. A black product is 

perceived to be premium and lighter colors are associated with a lower price level. Green 

has emerged to a color representing the food category of organic products and further 

resembles nature and freshness. Depending on the material used in a product color can be 

perceived differently than before (Wagner, 2015). 
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Table  3 Color associations with advertising and packaging 

Color Associations 

Yellow warmth, new, attention, creativity, optimism 

Orange orange juice, appetite 

Red excitement, passion, strength, action 

Blue authority, police, respect, trust, passive 

Green environment, safe, health, freshness 

White pure, clean 

Black death, authority, power 

Brown aroma, taste 

Pink feminine, endearment, breast cancer 

 

Source: Own illustration based on Blythe (2008); Mucundorfeanu & Bednarszky 

(2014). 

 

 

A Color can be used as a sign and can represent different things. The context in which 

associations are created is to be considered, as cultures and social aspects have an 

influence on the interpreter. For the consumer, colors are informative and can further help 

differentiate between objects and indicate “certain physical properties” (Caivano, 1998, 

p.394).  

According to Charles Morris (1938) the dimension of syntax, pragmatics and semantics 

exist in the theory of semiotics. Given the study’s field of research with certification 

marks on a product as an object, the relation between the object and color as a sign is 

further investigated by the theory of semantics. Semantics delineates the relationship 

between a sign and an object, giving the possibility to create multiple interpretations 

(Morris, 1938). A brown color spot on a green apple in comparison to a full green apple 

indicates the different level of freshness between both. This example shows that in 

marketing it is important to choose the right color, as it can indicate a products’ value 

(Caivano, 1998). Looking closer into the relationship between the sign and the object, the 

three different types of signs (icon, symbol and index) can also be applied to explain the 

color meaning. The direct denotation of an object's color is attained by color as an icon. 
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The similarity between the color of a grocery and the color of a product can indicate the 

product’s flavor. Further, color can be an index showing the linkage to an object. A certain 

color on a product packaging can create associations and be an indication on a product’s 

characteristic. For example, a white detergent packaging and the association with being 

clean (Kauppinen-Räisänen & Jauffret, 2018). Lastly, the symbol is the third type of sign 

and its relation between sign and object is defined by Kauppinen-Räisänen and Jauffret 

(2018) as “learned and artificial” (p.107). In terms of color being a symbol, a linkage 

between object and sign needs to be established (Kauppinen-Räisänen & Jauffret, 2018). 

The blue and yellow color combination in Sweden can symbolize the country itself. In 

other countries, these colors can differ. The same situation applies to the color symbol for 

example mourning. Considering that certification marks are always visible on the food 

packaging, their linkage must be investigated as color can indicate characteristics on the 

product.  

 

2.2.3 Orders of Signification  

 

There are two different orders of signification in the system of semiotics, denotation and 

connotation (Fiske, 1990; Chandler & Munday, 2016). In 1973 the semiotician Roland 

Barthes furthered Saussure’s work on the first order of denotation, which refers to the 

signifier and signified relation (Fiske, 1990). The image of a lion, for example, denotes 

the first level of meaning, an animal. Thus, denotation describes “the obvious meaning of 

the sign” (Fiske, 1990, p.85f). Besides the fact that denotation is said to be subjective, the 

interpreter and sign and object are also equally influencing the interpretation of the sign. 

Therefore, emotions and cultural values influence the interpreter (Fiske, 1990). On the 

second order of signification, Barthes presents connotation, in which a further signified 

is added to the denotative sign (Chandler & Munday, 2016). In the case of the lion 

example, the connotative meaning can be, that the lion further represents power. Barthes 

also introduced the concept of myth as a further element in the second order of 

signification. Barthes’ understanding is defined by Fiske (1990) as “a cultural way of 

thinking about something, a way of conceptualizing or understanding it” (p.89). The 

difference between the myth and the connotation is that the latter is the meaning of the 

signifier and the myth the meaning of the signified (Fiske, 1990). 
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Figure 2 Orders of signification 

 

 
 

Source: Own illustration based on Fiske (1990). 

 

 

Barnes (2011), who focuses on denotative and connotative meaning in visual and verbal 

language refers to denotation as primary association and connotation as a secondary 

association. Associations within the order of denotation are created by a community of 

people with the same language. In regard to connotations among the community the same 

associations can be made, but also individual associations can evolve. Dependent on prior 

knowledge and experience, associations are created. It is further possible, that over time 

connotation can change into denotation, if successfully integrated (Barnes, 2011). 

 

A previous study by Kauppinen-Räisänen and Jauffret (2018) investigated how meaning 

is conveyed by color. Thereby, Peirce’s three ways of presenting the sign-object relation 

of the icon, index and symbol were assigned to the two orders of signification to show 

how meaning can be conveyed in the different levels of denotation and connotation. It 

was stated that while in the first order of signification the relation between the sign and 

the object is direct, the same relation in the second order is rather indirect. Color as an 

icon and as an index was assigned to the first order of signification, as an icon represents 

the object and the index can have a direct or indirect relation. In regard to the second 

order of signification color icons, indices and symbols were assigned. Despite color icons 

fitting the first order, they can further convey meaning on the second order given their 

“abstract resemblance” (Kauppinen-Räisänen & Jauffret, 2018, p.113). As there is an 

association between the index and the object, meaning can be further conveyed in the 
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second order. Lastly, color as a symbol has no direct relation to its object and is only 

found in the second order of signification (Kauppinen-Räisänen & Jauffret, 2018). 

 

Figure 3 Color conveying meaning 

 

 
 

Source: Own illustration based on Kauppinen-Räisänen & Jauffret (2018). 

 

 

Overall, the outcome of the sign-object relation is meaning, which is dependent on the 

culture and the product (Kauppinen-Räisänen & Jauffret, 2018). As color is implemented 

in the design of certification marks and used as a communication tool to create meaning, 

the provided literature will support the analysis of this study.  

 

2.3 Framing the Theory of the Information Process   

 

During a day a person takes in a lot of information, way more than a human can possibly 

remember or recall later in detail. These informations are things a person has seen, 

smelled, touched, tasted or heard and some of them last longer and can be recalled easier 

than others (Heinrich & Stelzer, 2011). 

Atkinson and Shiffrin (1968) implemented a model for information processing, also 

called Multi-Store model. The model contains three components, a sensory register, a 

short-term memory and a long-term memory (Atkinson & Shiffrin, 1968). To summarize 

all the necessary facts about the information process regarding certification marks, we 

developed our own information process model, which can be seen in the following. This 

model combines the facts of the different theories for an improved overview of the 
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information process. In the following subchapters, each component will be explained in 

order to understand the whole information processing model.  

 

Figure 4 Developed information process model 

 

Source: Own illustration. 

 

2.3.1 Sensory Register  

The sensory register is considered to be an 

automatic response and represents the stage where 

sensory information enters the memory. When the 

senses detect an environmental stimulus of any 

kind, this information is accessible and processed in 

the sensory register for a limited amount of time. 

Usually, the duration of this information being processed is between 0.5 up to 5.0 seconds 

depending on the kind of information cue. There are two kinds of cues in the environment, 

iconic cues and echoic cues. All sensory stimuli, which can be received with the visual 
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sense are defined as iconic cues for instance shapes, colors or the size of an object. The 

information of an iconic cue lasts in the sensory register 0.5 to 1.0 second (Sperling, 1960; 

Atkinson & Shiffrin, 1968). On the contrary, information as an echoic cue usually lasts 

in the sensory register between 1.5 to 5.0 seconds. Echoic cues describe superficial 

aspects of sound for example rhythm or tempo (Atkinson & Shiffrin, 1968; Darwin, 

Turvey & Crowder, 1972). Most of the information, available in the sensory register are 

going to be forgotten, but if the person attends to an information it will be transferred to 

the short-term memory (Atkinson & Shiffrin, 1968). 

 

2.3.2 Short-Term Memory  

 

The short-term memory also, called working 

memory usually keeps information stored for around 

18.0 to 20.0 seconds, but this amount of time can rise 

immensely through the occurrence of a rehearsal. 

Rehearsal is defined as the process of repetition, in 

order to process the information and get it transferred and stored as a memory (Goldstein, 

2011). Within the short-term memory, the information does not have to be necessarily the 

same modality as in the sensory register. For instance, iconic cues can be processed and 

stored as auditory information and the other way around. In general, the short-term 

memory has a limited capacity. The American psychologist Miller (1956) found out that 

a person can store seven plus-minus two independent items of information, defined as 

chunks. It should be noted that chunks are individual pieces of information formed 

together as a reasonable whole. Therefore, chunks can be broken down to multiple 

information, which allows the short-term memory an extension in the capacity (Miller, 

1956).  

To get some more insights on how the short-term memory processes and encodes 

information, the model of working memory of Baddeley and Hitch (1974) can be 

informative. This short-term memory model is divided into four elements, central 

executive, phonological loop, visuo-spatial sketch pad and episodic buffer.  

The central executive is the central element of this model and is responsible for the 

organization and determination of the information. It controls the flow to and from a 
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specific element within the model, depending on the type of information. For example, 

the central executive realizes that the incoming information is in auditory modality, so it 

sends it to the phonological loop.  

In general, the phonological loop is working with auditory and semantic information. This 

store can be subdivided into two parts, the phonological store, also called the inner ear 

and the articulatory process also called the inner voice. To be more specific the 

phonological store stocks what a person hears, and the articulatory process rehearses the 

words to keep them in the short-term memory while they are required.  

If the central executive recognizes a visual information it sends it to the third element, the 

visuo-spatial sketch pad. This element represents a three-dimensional cognitive map, 

which stores visual, haptic and spatial information.  

The last element of the Baddeley and Hitch’s model is called episodic buffer. The episodic 

buffer functions as a connection between short-term memory and long-term memory 

(Baddeley & Hitch, 1974). 

 

2.3.3 Long-Term Memory  

 

The long-term memory is 

divided into various 

components, which are 

specialized into different types 

of memories. There are two main categories, explicit and implicit memories. Explicit 

memories represent facts and events, memories a person can describe clearly. There are 

two kinds of explicit memories, semantic memories, which cover the memory of words 

and episodic memories, which cover the memory of events. On the contrary, implicit 

memories cannot be defined or articulated that easily. Implicit memories can be on one 

hand procedural, for example, the memory of how to ride a bicycle or on the other hand 

they can be in the priming modality. Priming means previous experience influences the 

current interpretation of an event (Bauer, 2013). 

In general, the long-term memory is characterized as limitless in its capacity. The longer 

information is held in the working memory through repetition, the stronger is its memory 

flow to the long-term memory (Hebb, 1961). To understand the whole information 

process, it is also essential to collect knowledge, how the retrieval process from the long-
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term memory operates. Raaijmakers and Shiffrin (1981) developed an extended model, 

the so-called search of associative memory (SAM) model, which goes more in depth in 

the retrieval process of the long-term memory. According to the SAM model, when an 

object needs to be processed, present cues from the object run through a logical process 

where the stores are filtered for associations with these cues. In the case of a successful 

association, the long-term memory recalls the information (Raaijmakers & Shiffrin, 

1981). Chapter 2.2 framing the theory of semiotics provides a theoretical foundation in 

order to collect knowledge about researched associations with these semiotics. 

 

2.4 Conjunction of Theoretical Components  

 

To conclude the theoretical framework, the conjunctions between the theoretical 

components need to be revealed. The object certification mark itself contains multiple 

semiotics in order to inform the consumer about specific certified characteristics of the 

product. There are six different issue scopes with five sectors, the certification mark can 

represent. In terms of certification marks the semiotics as information medium usually 

occur as a combination of either colors, words, numbers, symbols, icons and or indexes. 

All of these elements are components in the theory of semiotics. Due to the fact that the 

semiotics of a certification mark are an information medium, there is a conjunction to the 

information process which consumers will intuitively perform, while looking at 

certification marks. In order to answer the research question, the theory of semiotics 

specifically and theory of information processing additionally, build the fundamental 

understanding. The fundamental understanding will be used to develop the data collection 

method and interpret the collected data of the empirical study. 
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3. Methodology  

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

In addition to the provided literature review the acquired knowledge is extended with 

deeper insights, regarding the information process and specifically the associations 

towards certification marks within the primary research. Thus, the research design and 

all of its components are constituted in the following. Furthermore, this chapter 

provides measures used to ensure research quality. Insights are provided in the 

approach of the data collection of this study. The conditions of the external setting of 

the data collection will be pictured as well as the three modules, the collection is 

divided in. Furthermore, the used sampling strategy will be explained and reasoned, 

and the data analysis procedure is presented. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

3.1 Research Design  

 

The research design decision process is grounded on the theoretical research onion 

template of Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2009), to discuss research methodology. The 

containing layers of the research onion can be seen as steps of how the primary study 

design was developed. Overall, there are six steps within the approach, containing 

research philosophy, approach, strategy, choice, time horizon, technique and procedure. 

In the following figure, an overview of the research design decisions is provided, 

illustrated upon the research onion of Saunders et al. (2009). 

Figure 5 Research design 

 
 

Source: Own illustration based on Saunders et al. (2009). 
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3.1.1 Research Philosophy  

 

The outermost layer of the research onion represents the research philosophy. The choice 

of research philosophy contains essential assumptions about the perspective of how the 

world is viewed (Saunders et al., 2009). It is important for the researcher team, to be 

aware of the consequential commitments the chosen philosophy brings along since it has 

a significant impact on the way the issues are understood, which will be investigated 

(Johnson & Clark, 2006). Basically, within the field of research philosophy, there are 

three different facets, called ontology, axiology and epistemology (Saunders et al., 

2009).    

Ontology „views about the nature of reality“ concerning the nature of social phenomena 

(Easterby-Smith, Thorpe, Jackson & Jaspersen, 2018, p. 61). Within this facet two 

philosophies, called objectivism and subjectivism, comply with the assumptions of 

ontology. Objectivism represents the philosophy of researcher, who consider social issues 

as existing in reality and separate to social actors. On the contrary, researcher from a 

subjectivism position consider social issues coming from the perception and action of 

social actors (Saunders et al., 2009).  

The facet axiology is characterized as „the researcher’s view of the role of values in 

research“ (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 119). Hence the researcher has the opportunity of 

presenting their own statements, triggered by their personal values in relation to the 

research topic. This facet can be adapted in all of the philosophies but there is no specific 

allocation to one of them (Saunders et al., 2009). In regard to answering the research 

question in a proper and relevant way, the perspectives of the facets ontology and 

axiology were assessed as unsuitable, due to their researcher’s point of view. Whereas 

the third facet, called epistemology was evaluated as a fitting perspective, how scientific 

objects are seen and researched. 

Saunders et al. (2009) classify the philosophies realism, positivism and interpretivism to 

the facet epistemology. In general, epistemology represents the researcher’s view 

„regarding what constitutes acceptable knowledge“ (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 119). The 

realistic point of view as philosophy claims that the perceived reality is the truth and that 

objects have an existence independent of the human mind. In comparison, the positivism 

philosophy follows the belief that the existence of reality, which is characterized by 

regulations and causal relationships can be investigated in order to develop 
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generalizability (Saunders et al., 2009). Interpretivism is the philosophy chosen for this 

study in order to justify the „view of the relationship between knowledge and the process 

by which it is developed“ (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 108).  

The data collection, which will be explained in the following chapter 3.3, has three 

different modules to refer to the information process. Especially the association module 

will investigate the associations of the participants with semiotics. Regarding this module 

and the main foundation of the semiotic theory, the perspective of an interpretivist is 

assessed to be the most fitting philosophy perspective for this research because it allows 

to interpret the associations with semiotics. The other modules of the data collection are 

partially influenced by numerical measures but are still analyzed with adaptations and 

interpretations based on the theoretical background. During the analysis process, the 

perspective of the philosophy of interpretivism is always present and used. 

The philosophy of interpretivism supports the assumption, that it is necessary to 

understand differences between humans in our role as social actors. As a result, the roles 

as social actors of others are interpreted, in accordance with the researchers’ own set of 

meanings. In other words, the actions of people are interpreted with whom they interacted, 

and this interpretation is resulting in the adjustment of their own meanings and actions 

(Saunders et al., 2009). Further, this philosophy aims to make sense and discern the 

differences between humans and allows the researcher scope for adaptations, in order to 

refine their insights and learnings (Saunders et al., 2009). Consequently, the philosophy 

perspective of an interpretivist implies the scope for necessary adaptations and 

interpretations based on the main theoretical foundation of semiotics and is therefore 

chosen.  

Within these assumptions of interpretivism there is the challenge for the researcher to 

adopt an empathetic stance and to interpret and understand the issues from the point of 

view of the research subjects (Saunders et al., 2009). In chapter 3.2 quality assurance 

measures will be explained on how it is planned to avoid and curb this challenge. 
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3.1.2 Research Approach and Purpose Position  

 

The second layer of the onion or the next decision for the design is the suitability 

assessment of the research approaches, inductive, deductive and abductive. It is essential 

to adjust the research approach according to the afore discussed philosophy decision of 

interpretivism. An inductive approach aims to develop a theory, whereas the deductive 

approach uses existing theories in order to confirm these theories and answer research 

questions (Easterby-Smith et al., 2018; Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2016). Both 

approaches are considered as one-dimensional, thus covering limitations in the flexibility 

of the study. In comparison, the abductive research approach is defined as the 

combination of the two previous explained approaches. The multidimensional approach 

abduction profounds on the theory of hermeneutics which implies the usage of 

interpretations in human actions which in turn fits to the chosen philosophy interpretivism 

(Saunders et al., 2016; Bryman, 2012). The combination of induction and deduction is 

assessed as the most appropriate approach, because characteristics of both are used in this 

study. On one hand theoretical constructs of information processing and semiotics are 

used to build a fundamental knowledge foundation and on the other hand this study aims 

to develop deeper insights and own interpretations on the influence of semiotics of 

certification marks’ information process. The abductive approach enables the researcher 

to investigate the findings of the previous theory in the field of information processing 

and semiotics but also to develop their own findings and interpretations. 

Furthermore, the purpose and the research question of this study were already described 

in the introduction chapter, but it is essential to decide on a purpose position in order to 

answer the research question in either descriptive, explanatory, or exploratory form. 

Exploratory research seeks to find new insights into the observable issue (Saunders et al., 

2009). According to Robson (2002) this purpose is useful when the research problem is 

uncertain. Descriptive studies aim to „portray an accurate profile of persons, events or 

situations“ (Robson, 2002, p. 59). Lastly, the explanatory purpose tries to find causal 

relationships between the research variables (Saunders et al., 2009).  

It is assumed in the introduction chapter that consumers do not understand the 

certification marks due to several factors mentioned in chapter 1.2. Since the source of 

the deficient information process of certification marks is not known for certain, the 
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research purpose is exploratory. Furthermore, a semi-structured method frame, which is 

triggering an exploratory purpose position is used (Saunders et al., 2009). 

 

3.1.3 Research Strategy, Choice and Time Horizon  

 

In order to develop an understanding of the participant’s point of view and their 

associations with several elements of certification marks, qualitative in-depth interviews 

have been assessed as suitable data collection technique and thus, as a research strategy. 

This research strategy allows to open up new dimensions, deeper knowledge and insights 

in the field of information processing and developing associations with semiotics, 

regarding certification marks. In-depth interviews give the researcher the opportunity to 

ask follow-up questions on which the interviewee can further elaborate on (Zikmund & 

Babin, 2007). Especially for this research, associations can take time to be explained and 

described and in a one on one interview the interviewee will feel less influenced by other 

opinions and can fully elaborate on their thoughts. In this way, different associations 

among the group of participants can be collected. Committing to a research strategy 

brings along limitations, which have to be considered beforehand. Saunders et al. (2009) 

mentioned three issues to be aware of, which can create limitations in the study. The 

appropriateness of the location should be granted in order to not risk a limitation in the 

outcome of the study. A location with an external influence of other people or things can 

distract the interviewee. In addition, the appropriateness of the researcher’s appearance is 

also important to bear in mind. Just like the location, the appearance of the researcher 

might influence and deform the statements and the behavior of the participant. Both 

factors can be the reason for the last issue, Saunders et al. (2009) mentioned, the 

confidence of the interviewee. Participants without confidence are unlikely to share their 

opinion, experience or thoughts in general. Hence, it is important to develop a 

surrounding in which the participant feels comfortable and confident. The measures taken 

in order to avoid these issues, will be mentioned in the following chapters. Lastly, the 

findings of the study cannot be generalized to the full population (Zikmund & Babin, 

2007).  

As a result of the chosen strategy, this research follows a qualitative approach and is 

focused on non-numerical data. For this study the single data collection technique and 
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corresponding analysis procedures are used, consequentially a so-called mono-method to 

answer the research question is applied (Saunders et al., 2009). 

Concerning the time horizon of this study, the research team is tied to the academical time 

frame, hence the study will display an insight into the observable phenomenon in a 

particular time. According to Saunders et al. (2009) a study with this time horizon is 

defined as a cross-sectional study. 

 

3.2 Quality Assurance Measures  

 

In order to grant quality in the qualitative study and to assess the quality of the research, 

eight criteria factors that were developed by Tracy (2010) were used as orientation and 

guideline during all processes, actions and decisions that were made in general but in the 

empirical study specifically.  

The first criteria factor concerns the worthiness of the topic and asks questions whether 

the topic is relevant, original, timely, significant and or interesting. The derivation of the 

topic is explained, reasoned and discussed in the first chapters (Tracy, 2010; Easterby-

Smith et al., 2018).  

Secondly, rigor poses a criteria factor within Tracy’s (2010) eight quality criteria factors. 

With this factor, it is asked if the study uses appropriate data, concepts and methods. 

Within the study, all decisions are reasoned and explained to fulfill this factor. 

Furthermore, guidelines from secondary data are used as orientation, for example, the 

research onion of Saunders et al. (2009) (Tracy, 2010; Easterby-Smith et al., 2018).  

Sincerity represents the third criteria factor. This criterion is fulfilled if the research is 

characterized reflexive and transparent in all stages. All of the interviews are recorded 

and transcribed in order to fulfill this factor (Tracy, 2010; Easterby-Smith et al., 2018).  

Fourthly, the study provides detailed descriptions, explications and triangulations for all 

investigated objects and issues. In addition, two test interviews were held in advance to 

reduce misunderstandings and further improve the interview guideline and interview 

environment. Therefore, the fourth criteria factor, credibility is given (Tracy, 2010; 

Easterby-Smith et al., 2018).  

The fifth criteria factor is about the resonance of the study. Within this factor, it is 

important to control whether the research affects the reading audience through evocative 

representations, transferable findings or appropriate generalizations. To make sure the 
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results of the empirical study can be compared, all participants were asked about their 

understanding and their definition of certification marks. This measure was implemented 

to create a comparable foundation (Tracy, 2010; Easterby-Smith et al., 2018).  

Contribution poses the sixth criteria factor with which the research should make a 

significant contribution in the area’s theory, methodology or practical impact. Due to the 

argumentation for relevance in the introduction, it is assumed that this study fulfills this 

criterion (Tracy, 2010; Easterby-Smith et al., 2018).  

Seventhly, ethics represent a quality factor within the study. Chapter 3.3.5 ethical 

conditions explains the considerations in the empirical method (Tracy, 2010; Easterby-

Smith et al., 2018).  

Eighth and last criteria factor is about the meaningful coherence and asks for the 

fulfillment of the aims. The question guideline for the interviews was developed with the 

focus on answering the research question, thus, it is assumed that the findings will answer 

the question and consequently fulfill the aim (Tracy, 2010; Easterby-Smith et al., 2018). 

 

3.3 Data Collection  

 

The interviews were held in a meeting room in Jönköping International Business School 

with a clean and relaxed environment for the participants to concentrate on the interview. 

Additionally, snacks and drinks were provided to make the participants feel more 

comfortable and confident in their position. Before the actual interview started, the 

interviewee was informed about the terms and conditions of the utilization of the 

interview.  

The interview was semi-structured into three different modules. First, the general module 

focused on the introduction into the study of grocery shopping with certification marks 

itself.  In order to see how information is processed when individuals are exposed to the 

topic of certification marks, the last two modules focus on the use and understanding of 

semiotics in certification marks. Therefore, the second module investigated the absorption 

of the presented stimuli between sensory register and short-term memory and the last 

module looked at the exchange between short-term memory and long-term memory. A 

question catalogue was created, in order to grant the discussion of relevant questions 
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regarding the research purpose (Appendix 2). Influenced by the flow of the interview, the 

questions varied, or follow-up questions were asked to get a deeper understanding.   

 

3.3.1 General Module  

 

First, general questions were asked to gather information on the participant and also 

questions regarding their grocery shopping behavior, before and while doing groceries, 

were asked. Subsequently, the topic of the study was revealed to the participants and they 

were asked on their understanding of certification marks to reduce further 

misunderstandings during the interview. In addition, participants were asked about their 

awareness and relation to certification marks during their grocery shopping. 

 

3.3.2 Element Module  

 

As the participant is drawn to the iconic stimulus of a certification mark, they run through 

the different stages of information processing. Before the participant is able to create an 

understanding, it must be examined if there is a limit of elements in a certification mark 

that can be absorbed and further stored in the short-term memory. Therefore, the second 

module of the interview investigated the absorption capacity of a participant regarding a 

certification mark and finally its storage in the short-term memory. Therefore, Miller’s 

7±2 theory was adapted to certification marks and the participants were asked to look at 

a simulation with certification marks with semiotics. As mentioned before, under normal 

conditions the iconic cue lasts one second in the sensory register and gives attention to 

something which will be transferred to the short-term memory. In the case of this study, 

the normal condition would usually take place in a grocery store, when the consumer is 

confronted with different environmental stimuli. For this element module in the 

interview, the attention is already drawn to the certification mark on the product. It is said 

that the short-term memory can remember 7±2 elements at a time after giving attention 

to an iconic cue. Thus, as existing certification marks have multiple semiotics, six 

different own designed certification marks were shown in sequence to the participant. The 

certification marks consisted each of five to ten semiotics. No certification mark had the 

same number of semiotics and the form of the mark was not relevant to the study. Even 
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though it was important to have a variety of semiotics, the exact chosen semiotics did not 

have certain reasoning and did not attach weight to the interview theme, nor its 

interpretation. It was important to choose semiotics that were internationally known and 

identifiable for the participants. The certification marks appeared in a short time period 

of one second to the participant, in accordance to Miller’s theory. An example was 

implemented in the beginning before the actual certification marks were shown, in order 

to reduce any uncertainties. Before each certification mark was shown, a cross appeared 

to steer the view of the participant towards the location of the certification mark. Between 

each certification mark, a break was made, in which the participant was asked to take 

notes on what elements they could remember in detail. The elements included were 

colors, icons, numbers and letters. The participant was also informed that the outside 

shape of the certification mark was not relevant and was not supposed to be taken into 

consideration when taking notes. 

 

3.3.3 Association Module  

 

As the consumer stores the semiotics in the short-term memory, the episodic buffer 

connects short-term and long-term memory and draws existing associations from the 

long-term memory to the short-term memory. Thus, the third and most important module 

of the interview focused on understanding a consumer’s associations with semiotics in 

certification marks. Therefore, a framework of three different subordinate themes was 

explored. 

 

The first theme investigated the associations participants had with the issue scopes of 

certification marks. The participants were presented a variety of different color options 

and icons/symbol (Appendix 3). For every issue scope, the participant was asked to 

explain and talk about how a certification mark should look like. To support and facilitate 

their explaining, the participant was able to choose semiotics out of the provided variety. 

The participant had the choice to pick as many colors and icons/symbol as needed to 

explain the presented issue scope. Also, follow-up questions were asked, regarding the 

choices made and the associations the participant had with the selected colors and icons. 

Additionally, the participant was asked to recall further icons, symbols and colors that 

were not offered, but further associated with the presented issue scope. 
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In order to apply the previously gathered associations to existing certification marks, the 

second theme dealt with associations that are made if the ideal situation would be given 

and the consumer would know and understand the definition or rather the meaning of the 

certification mark. The participant was shown a description of an existing certification 

mark and had to explain their reasoning for the most fitting certification mark to the 

definition among three different options. Besides the existing certification mark, similar 

look-alikes were created in which semiotics were changed. In order to create an in-depth 

analysis of the participants with the knowledge of the definition and the certification mark 

itself, a few semiotics were retained to keep the participants from choosing the existing 

certification mark just because they are aware of its existence. For all of the certification 

marks the background colors were retained. For the Rainforest Alliance Certified and the 

Fairtrade mark the wording was also kept. The certification marks that were presented 

were the Rainforest Alliance Certified, Fairtrade and the European Union (EU) organic 

mark. These certification marks were chosen based on their widespread presence in 

multiple countries. The Fairtrade mark is used in over 120 different countries and the 

Rainforest Alliance Certified mark can also be found worldwide (Fairtrade International, 

2019; Rainforest Alliance, 2018). The EU organic certification mark is spread across all 

the countries in the European Union. 

 

Figure 6 Certification mark look-alikes 

 

Source: Own illustration. 
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Again, questions regarding the participant’s decisions and associations were asked. The 

questions were especially focused on the selected and the existing certification mark. The 

latter showed if the participants could see and interpret the colors and icons that were 

used by the institutions of the certification mark in the right way. 

 

Lastly, as the short-term memory processes the perceived stimuli and uses associations 

to make sense of it, an individual can create an understanding, which is explored in the 

last theme. The consumer’s understanding of a certification mark in relation to two 

different product categories is analyzed. The certification mark of the Rainforest Alliance 

Certified was presented on a bundle of bananas and on the packaging of meat. Both 

products were simultaneously shown to the participant and follow-up questions were 

asked to see if the certification mark was understood on both products, what associations 

the participant made regarding colors and icons and if the participant found the usage of 

the certification mark fitting on both products. 

 

3.3.4 Sampling 

 

Sampling indicates that conclusions are being made on a group of people or even on the 

whole population. As there can be a limit in time and budget in research, sampling can be 

beneficial by allowing the researcher to get insight without constraints. Also, information 

gathering is accelerated by sampling. It is necessary to choose a sample representing the 

population, in order to attain results that are accurate enough (Zikmund & Babin, 2007). 

  

Given the time and budget constraints, the interview participants were selected upon non-

probability sampling, where the probability in being selected is unknown (Zikmund & 

Babin, 2007). Upon the constraints, the biased sampling method of convenience and 

judgmental sampling was used. The latter was of importance, as the interview was held 

in English, which required participants with a high level of English skills in order to 

ensure a full understanding of the interview and ultimately create qualitative results. 

Based on previous conversations with potential candidates, the participants were selected 

from a group of students from Jönköping University in Sweden where the research was 

done. Especially for the explorative study, it was important to select participants with an 

extrovert character, to receive a high-quality and detailed response on the interview 
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questions. Therefore, participants were picked based on personal judgment fulfilling the 

characteristic requirements. Subsequently, it must be mentioned, that there is the risk of 

misrepresenting the targeted sample based on biased judgment (Zikmund & Babin, 2007). 

Convenience sampling simplified the interview selection and organization process as the 

participants were students with no time limit and a high motivation to participate in an 

interview for free. Likewise, to judgmental sampling, believing that a certain data 

outcome will be met through convenience sampling is uncertain. 

 

3.3.5 Ethical Conditions 

 

An ethically qualitative study considers the three principles of beneficence, justice and 

respect for people (Guest, Namey & Mitchell, 2013). In regard to in-depth interviews, the 

respect for people is considered most common and comprises the respect towards a 

person’s will of participating freely, self-determination and autonomy (Whiteford & 

Trotter, 2008). Therefore, a participant’s voluntary participation must be ensured when 

organizing and conducting the interview. Further, it is vital to select participants that have 

the necessary competence level for the interview (Whiteford & Trotter, 2008). The first 

two conditions have been considered in this study when choosing and approaching the 

potential interviewees by the sampling methods presented in the previous subchapter. The 

confidentiality of an interviewee is especially important, as within data lies a potential 

risk (Guest et al., 2013). Thus, the participant was informed about the utilization of the 

recorded data, which was only designated to be used for the analysis and interpretation of 

this study. Besides the limited risk in this research, it must be taken into consideration 

that in qualitative research methods “unexpected findings can lead to unintended 

consequences” (Guest et al., 2013, p.16). General potential risks can be an identification 

of a participant’s data without their names visible, theft of data or interested parties with 

higher power demanding for the right of access. In addition, in an ethical qualitative 

research, an informed consent must be met by providing enough information to the 

participant of the study and research method so the interviewee can create an 

understanding (Guest et al., 2013). Consent was also given verbally at the beginning of 

the interview of each participant. It was always ensured by the interviewers that the 

participant was fully informed about what was expected from him during the interview. 

Any obscurities that appeared during the interview were resolved through further 
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explanations. Especially, in regard to the topic of certification marks, previous to the 

related questions, the participants were asked about their understanding and if needed a 

definition of the topic was given. Depending on the participants’ origin it must be kept in 

mind that the free will and an individual's autonomy is not given in every culture and can 

be a challenge in international research (Guest et al., 2013). As none of the participants 

are restricted in their free will and autonomy, this ethical restriction is not seen as a 

challenge in this study. 

 

3.4 Data Analysis  

 

The conducted interviews were recorded through a mobile phone application and later on 

sent through the transcribing application “Otter”. Further improvement of the transcribed 

interviews was done manually. With the assistance of the transcribed interviews, the main 

statements for the different interview parts were collected (Appendix 4). The raw data 

was separated into the interview modules. For all of the modules except the element 

module, all of the statements were gathered and compared in order to make assumptions, 

interpretations and adaptations on the group of participants. Repetitive answers were 

neglected. The element module was analyzed upon the notes of the participants. The right 

recognized semiotics of the showed certification marks were assessed and compiled in a 

table. Upon the table, interpretations were made about the participants’ absorption 

capacity in relation to the semiotics. In order to interpret the data, presented theory and 

literature were used as fundamental understanding. Especially the theory of semiotics was 

used as a lens to study the data. In regard to the association module the three different 

themes already represented main categories to which the main statements were collected 

and interpreted. Particularly in the first association theme the statements were interpreted 

in relation to their issue scope category. As both researchers were present in all of the 

interviews, the data was analyzed and concluded together. 
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4. Analysis and Findings 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

The following chapter presents the findings of the collected data of 17 in-depth 

interviews, to create an overall picture of perceptions, associations and beliefs of the 

different participants regarding semiotics and certification marks in general. According 

to the framework of the interviews the modules are analyzed and interpreted. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

4.1 General Behavior and Attitude  

 

The 17 participants, who participated in the in-depth interviews in Jönköping, were 20 to 

32 year old students from 13 different countries: Germany, Sweden, India, Finland, 

Bulgaria, Croatia, Italy, Spain, Netherlands, Canada, Romania, New Zealand and 

England.  

 

In the beginning of the interview the participants were questioned about their general 

behavior in regard to the field of grocery shopping. The majority of the interviewees said 

that they at least go once a week grocery shopping in many cases even more than that. 

Besides an overall price sensitivity among the participants, it was mentioned that their 

current occupation as a student influenced their buying behavior. Influencing factors 

during their shopping were especially the need of food, the store proximity, promotions 

and the price. Occasionally, other factors were mentioned like mood, weather, brand, 

product availability, product origin and certain product categories like organic and 

ecological. As there is a product and choice overload in supermarkets, the participants 

were further asked to describe their decision-making between two products. Many of the 

participants emphasized that the pricing was the strongest impact in their decision, 

followed by the influence of brands. Further factors that were mentioned are product 

origin, preferences for ecological and regional products, ingredients, familiarity, 

packaging, product quantity and quality. Also, some of the participants said that 

dependent on the product certain influencing factors mattered and some did not. In regard 

to the participants current occupation as an influential factor, given time their economic 

status and therefore their buying behavior could change. 
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When the participants were presented with the topic of the research the majority knew the 

meaning of certification mark and was able to give a clear description of their thoughts. 

Different certification marks were named by the participants, including the Marine 

Stewardship Council (MSC) mark, the Fairtrade mark, the UTZ certification mark, the 

Swedish KRAV and keyhole certification mark, the EU organic certification mark and 

the New Zealand heart. Other certification mark categories mentioned were organic, 

ecological, vegan, vegetarian and the Finish origin certification mark. Many of the 

participants see certification marks as important as they create a positive feeling to the 

product that is bought. The certification mark is seen as a quality indicator. It confirms 

that the product is correct. Additionally, it was said that depending on the product the 

certification marks are important and can further help when the participant has to choose 

between products. As one of the participants follows a vegan diet, certification marks 

were said to be helpful with finding the right products. A limited number of participants 

said that they actually searched for certification marks, while shopping in the grocery 

store. The certification marks the participants specifically searched for were the Fairtrade 

mark, bio certification marks, ecological certification marks, vegetarian certification 

marks and regional produced certification marks.  

Regarding the overall understanding of certification marks that can be found on grocery 

products all participants except one, admitted having troubles understanding their 

individual meaning. The reasoning for not understanding the certification marks were 

among others the overload on existing certification marks with different meanings. Also, 

the lack of knowledge on the standards for each certification mark was mentioned as an 

issue. The participants further saw missing information on the packaging as a reason for 

not understanding the marks. In case there would be more advertising and the awareness 

of the certification marks was increased they would be better understood. In regard to the 

design, participants criticized too small and not understandable symbols, abstract designs 

and their lack of explanation. Lastly, the time limit a consumer has when going grocery 

shopping was underlined by one of the participants, as one often is in a hurry, one does 

not take the time to look at the certification mark in detail. 
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4.2 Absorption Capacity of Semiotics 

 

As already mentioned, this module simulates the absorption capacity of semiotics in the 

sensory register. Overall six simulations were shown with an increasing number of 

semiotics in form of colors, symbols, icons, numbers and letters. The simulation started 

with five semiotic elements and finished with a simulation of ten elements, due to the 

theory of Miller and Sperling (Chapter 2.3) which says that people are able to perceive 

7± 2 elements. 

Within the first simulation the created certification mark contained the following five 

semiotics: green, black, white as colors and the icons city and globe. Sometimes a 

participant was able to recall the white or black icon but named it differently for example 

industry instead of city. Due to the fact, that this part is focusing on the capacity of 

absorption these results were taken into account as well, because the participant was able 

to perceive the symbol in general. The participants were able to perceive four out of five 

elements in the first simulation. In regard to the semiotic elements that were missed by 

the participants it can be seen that colors are harder to remember for the participants than 

the icons used. The certification mark was perceived simpler by the researcher team, as 

the black and white color stand out from the green background, thus it was unexpected to 

see that participants had trouble remembering the elements. 

 

Figure 7 Created certification mark containing five cues 

 

Source: Own illustration. 

The second certification mark was created out of six semiotics: light blue, dark blue and 

white color and the icon squirrel, the letter C and the number 1. As well as for the first 

simulation participants were able to see approximately four semiotic elements in this 
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certification mark out of six. But if looking into the overall perception of the whole 

certification mark, the percentage decreased. The same issue with semiotics accrued in 

this certification mark as participants forgot the second blue color and the white color of 

the letters. Again, the dark blue is standing out from the light blue background, which 

should make it easier for the viewer to depict the different colors. 

Figure 8 Created certification mark containing six cues 

 

Source: Own illustration. 

 

Yellow, white and orange color as well as the icons bee, two stars and the letter A, 

represent the seven semiotics in the third simulation. The participants saw six semiotics 

in this certification mark. This represents the highest value of absorption capacity in this 

module. As for the semiotics that were not remembered by the participants, there is no 

clear difference between colors or icons, both were problematic to remember. The 

problem that could have occurred for participants with the star icon is that its white color 

got lost in the bright yellow background color. Further, the orange color was forgotten in 

some cases, even though there is a clear contrast between the yellow and the orange. The 

reason that still many participants could remember most of this certification mark’s 

semiotic elements is influenced by the yellow color. As mentioned in the color theory in 

chapter 2.2.2, yellow is connected to the connotation of attention and maybe therefore 

strengthens the ability to absorb semiotics in this certification mark. 
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Figure 9 Created certification mark containing seven cues 

 

Source: Own illustration. 

With the fourth created certification mark the number of semiotics was increased to an 

amount of eight, containing: brown, white and green color and the letters A, I, D, the icon 

of a flower and arrows (recycle symbol). The participants perceived almost six out of 

eight semiotics. The colors white and green were often forgotten, possibly given the 

strong effect of the color brown which dominates the visual perception of a viewer. While 

the green color seems to get lost in the brown color, the white color should be clearly 

visible for the interviewee and further highlighting the other white semiotics. Also, the 

recycle symbol and the flower icon were often forgotten, a possible reasoning for this is 

seen, that the size of these two semiotics are smaller than the visual letters.  

Figure 10 Created certification mark containing eight cues 

 

Source: Own illustration. 

The fifth certification mark was created with the following nine semiotics: dark blue, light 

blue and white color and the icons of a fish, three stars and the letters F, P. The participants 

perceived five out of nine semiotics. In particular, the colors were more problematic for 

the participants to remember. Many of the participants could only remember to have seen 

one shade of blue color, despite the contrast between both shades, possibly participants 
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assumed that the shape was not important and therefore forgot the second blue color. 

Further, the white color of the icons and letters was forgotten. In this case, icons are 

preferred by the mind, what leads to the memory loss of the color. The fish, the letters 

and the stars all had the same white color, but the letters were less remembered than the 

other semiotics. The size and position of the letters F and P were determining the 

possibility of being remembered. 

 

Figure 11 Created certification mark containing nine cues 

 

Source: Own illustration. 

The last simulation contains ten semiotics: grey, white, brown, dark blue and black color 

and the icon of a tree, hand and the letters A, T and K. Overall the five semiotics were 

perceived out of ten possible. As a consequence, just half of the certification mark was 

registered or perceived in the first place. With the higher amount of semiotics visible it 

can clearly be seen that the participants had trouble remembering the different colors. 

Especially, the brown color of the letter was hardly ever remembered, the same is seen 

for the letter A, T and K themselves. The colors used in this certification mark were darker 

colors, which do not strongly stand out from each other. Only the white color from the 

tree is strongly visible. In case of the participants many did not remember the tree’s color, 

but the icon itself was remembered. The same applies with the hand. As mentioned before, 

in a short-time period participants can only superficially remember all the semiotics. Icons 

are remembered better than color, thus the black color was probably often forgotten. For 

the letters their size and position could have been determining for being remembered 

again. 
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Figure 12 Created certification mark containing ten cues 

 

Source: Own illustration. 

 

4.3  Issue Scope Association 

 

This module aims to investigate and understand the associations in terms of colors and 

icons/symbols, the participants have towards the existing issue scopes of certification 

marks. As already mentioned, certification marks can be classified in six issue scope areas 

which are, environment, social and ethical, animal health and welfare, food quality, food 

safety and traceability. 

4.3.1 Environment 

 

For the first issue scope environment, all of the participants associated it with the color 

green. The explanation behind the usage of green was mostly the connection of the 

environment with nature and plants. The interviewees explained that the major color of 

the nature and plants is green. Furthermore, the majority of the participants saw an 

association between the green color for environment and the topics sustainability, 

organic, health, purgation, land and life. Additionally, some participants also chose the 

color blue because they connect it to the air, sky, water and sea, which are also parts from 

the environment they explained. Occasionally the colors yellow and brown were also used 

from individual participants due to the associations with yellow and the sun / happy and 

with brown and the earth.   

With regard to the associated symbols and icons the majority used the tree and the earth 

icon for environment. The tree icon symbolizes nature, fruits and growth in regard to the 

issue scope environment for most of the interviewees. In comparison the icon of the earth 

is associated to the environment because it represents the bigger global perspective. 
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Furthermore, the earth is described as the everything and the platform for an equal 

environment. As representative of nature and growth and therefore associated with 

environment few participants chose the flower, the fern, the river and the leaf as icon. 

Additional associated symbols and icons with the environment are the heart for nature 

lover, the scale because it represents money, the factory for emissions and manufacturing, 

the apple for fruits in the environment, the human because they are the decision maker, 

the fish which stands for the animals and the oceans and lastly the icon of the bee because 

of their endangerment which will influence the environment.     

 

Participant 6: “I would always connected environment with the green, like earth and 

nature.” 

 

The color green creates multiple connotations that all incorporate the overall topic of 

environment and is therefore easy understandable among all the participants. Further 

looking into the background of the participants it is apparent that all of them are from, or 

live in a country, where a green vegetation is present. Therefore, the color green also 

represents an embodied meaning because all participants grew up in the surrounding of a 

green environment. Green is embedded in the long-term memory for the association of 

environment. Concentrating on the main associated icons of the tree and the earth with 

environment, a connotation regarding the icon of the tree exists. Trees can provide several 

functions which are beneficial for the eco-cycle of flora and fauna for example giving 

shelter, food and acting as important resource in general. Thus, the connotation of these 

functions of the tree are reflected in the broader meaning of being beneficial for the whole 

environment. The connotation of functions of the tree referring to environment, is the 

reason why the participants prioritized the tree over the icons of a flower or a leaf which 

have less functions for the whole environment. The also often chosen icon of the earth is 

interpreted as connotation regarding the bigger picture of environment, that generalized 

the earth is the environment. Referring to the further used colors and symbols, chosen by 

particular individuals, it can be reasoned that all of these semiotics can be found or are 

present in the nature or in the environment of the participants in general. The chosen 

symbol of the heart, the icon of the person and the scale are used semiotics, which create 

further connotations for particular individuals. 
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4.3.2 Social and Ethical  

 

The second issue scope is called social and ethical and is mostly associated with the color 

white. Regarding social and ethical, the participants connect the color white with peace, 

purity, transparency, innocence, a clean mind and to the Chinese „Yin and Yang“ symbol. 

The color black was also chosen as association for ethical but the participants made it 

clear they would choose this color just in combination with white to demonstrate truth 

and the balance symbol „Yin and Yang“. Yellow was also a color, which a few 

participants chose because they associate the issue scope with culture, skin color and 

something happy. Colors like green (happy, positive), pink (feminine, rights, soft), grey 

(neutral), blue, brown (skin color, culture), orange (fair) and red (dynamic) were also 

chosen from other participants.  

The most chosen icons, which are associated with social and ethical, are the scale and the 

human. According to our interviewees the scale represents justice, harmony, balance, 

ethics and equality, hence ethics. The human can be associated with the social construct 

because it is the person, who is the decision maker and the person, who creates ethics.  

 

Participant 6: ”When it comes to social, I only choose the human because I guess it 

represents a human kind.” 

 

Furthermore, the behavior and communication of humans is associated with the issue 

scope social and ethical. Additional chosen icons or symbols are the heart as 

representation for the good part of the human and love for each other, the cat for the 

representation of animals in this issue scope, the factory for ethical production and the 

flower representing something innocent which can be destroyed easily.  

 

These color findings allow interpretations towards an embodied meaning in the most 

chosen color white. Over centuries the symbols of the white dove and the white flag 

embody peace. These associations to the color white reason in the decision for choosing 

white for social and ethical. There is a connotation between both, peace and the issue 

scopes social and ethical. According to the statements of the participants, the color white 

is also an indication for innocence and purity. This association contains the connotation 

to the proverb “to have a clean slate”, which represents an ethical correct behavior of 
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somebody. Moreover, within the association of black and white with the issue scope, a 

referential meaning in the color contrast of these two colors creates the connotation of 

balance, which resembles the context of social and ethical. Besides the colors white and 

black, the participants chose a wide palette of additional colors. This colorful result holds 

an embodied meaning for diversity and humanity. Furthermore, to reason the chosen 

symbol of the human as association for social and ethical the definition of the issue scope 

might help with the interpretation. According to the definition, social is related to the 

society and therefore the human icon can be seen as representative for the society, which 

explains the decision and hence the association of the participants. On the contrary, the 

symbol of the scale creates the connotation and representation for balance which in turn 

is associated with ethical and social behavior as already mentioned. 

 

4.3.3 Animal Health and Welfare 

 

Animal health and welfare represents the third issue scope area of certification marks. 

Within this scope the color green was the most associated color, followed by blue, white, 

yellow, pink and red. The color green was illustrated as representative color for animal 

health and welfare because it is associated as the earth, something positive for the animals, 

and sustainable behavior. The color blue was chosen by some participants as they 

associate this color with water, habitat, the earth and the hospital in connection with 

animal health and welfare. Moreover, the color white represents air, which is important 

for welfare, peace, cleanliness, the hospital and stands in connection to doctors.  

The symbol of the heart and the icon of the pig, the fish and the cat are the most chosen 

representatives for the animal health and welfare. In general, regarding the scope all icons 

from the animals are associated with protection, animal husbandry and the correct 

treatment in connection to food production.  

 

Reasoning of participant 2 choosing the cat: “[…] when you relate animal and welfare, 

it's more about taking care of animals.” 

  

Participant 5: “I feel like the cats are more protected as a domestic animal, they have 

better chance of welfare than the ones that are being damaged because of the humans” 
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The symbol of the heart should represent the association with love for the animals and 

correct animal husbandry. Some other icons were chosen by few individuals, such as the 

earth for life, the human as the decision maker, the tree for nature, the farm for animal 

husbandry, the bee for their serious endangerment and the scale for money.  

 

The interpretations for the findings concerning the issue scope animal health and welfare, 

lead among others to the representation of the animal habitat in all of the elements with 

the main chosen colors. Hence, all colors have an embodied meaning, which people have 

perceived in their surroundings. The participants perceived blue oceans or seas or green 

forests in their surroundings. As a result, blue is the representation for the habitat water 

or the air for specific animals. Concentrating on the chosen symbols, the heart represents 

the denotation of love to the animals, further the heart creates a connotation to health and 

welfare because it represents a healthy and happy life for the animals. It is important to 

know, that individual participants have different levels of associations with animal health 

and welfare. Firstly, some participants might connect this issue scope to a personal 

relation and therefore choose a specific icon. For instance, participants with a pet, are 

more prone to use the icon of their pets’ species. Secondly, some participants might 

choose the animal based on their relevance in society. The religion can play an influencing 

role in this situation. For example, the animal cow is mostly seen as a farm animal in 

Europe, whereas in some parts of India the cow is holy. In the religion of Islam, pork is 

not eaten, hence pigs play a different role as for people following the Christian religion.  

 

Participant 4: “[...]I decided to use the pig, we eat them for lunch, dinner and 

whatever. And I decided not to choose the cat and all the other animals over there 

because those are animals which at least in our culture are not really suitable to eat.” 

 

Besides these influencing background facts, the icons of the animals in general are a 

denotation because they are obvious symbols of different species of animals, depending 

on the two mentioned levels of associations the decision differs. 
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4.3.4 Food Quality  

 

The fourth issue scope area is called food quality. Almost all of the participants chose the 

color green for this type of scope, because they connect it to the environment, quality, 

freshness, food in general and growth. The color yellow was used by several interviewees 

as well, due to the connection to the sun, fruits, vegetables, freshness and the feeling 

happiness, which are connected to food quality in the mind of the participants. Additional 

used colors are orange, red, blue, white and brown. Whereas the orange is associated with 

fruits, vegetables and freshness, the red color with fruits, vegetables, freshness, the heart 

and attention, the color blue with clearness and transparency and lastly the color brown 

with organic and nature in general.     

There are many different icons, the participants chose for the issue scope food quality, 

but there is a clear trend towards the icons of the apple, which is the most chosen icon, 

the pig and the farm. The apple was suitable to choose for the participants because they 

connect it to health and freshness. An interesting fact to be mentioned is that a few of the 

interviewees used a proverb to explain their decision for the apple.  

 

Participant 2: „An apple a day keeps the doctor away.” 

 

The pig was used from the most participants to represent meat and food protection in 

general and the icon of the farm because they associate this sign with fresh food, a high 

value production place, something handmade and quality in general. Further, chosen 

icons for food quality are the bee, the fish, the tree, the leaf, the crown, the scale, the 

factory, the pizza, the fern and lastly the heart symbol to represent food made with good 

care.  

 

To explain these findings, a referential meaning in the color green regarding the issue 

scope food quality is interpreted. Some participants mentioned that, since elementary 

school pupils know that green means right and red means wrong in terms of correction of 

the teacher. As a consequence, the color green refers in its meaning to something right, 

regarding food that the quality is good.  
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Participant 4: “[...] already in primary school when the teacher corrected your stuff 

than the green color was always think you're on the quality color basically and the red 

color was always wrong.” 

 

Further interpretations lead to the finding, that in association to the specific issue scope 

food quality, the referential meaning of color is used as index to show quality for a 

specific product. This is also a reason for the multiple chosen colors as association besides 

the main chosen color green. Depending on the specific product the color associated with 

quality is possibly different. For instance, a green apple can be associated with freshness, 

while a green berry would indicate the berry being unripe. Additional interpretation is 

based on the country background of the participants. The usage of colors that represent a 

participant’s country influenced the interviewees differently, for example the orange 

color, which represents the nations color of the Netherlands was perceived as a quality 

indication from a Dutch participant, while other participants from different countries did 

not associate orange this way.  

 

Participant 14: “[...] kind of associated with good [...] the orange for me feels the 

same.” 

 

The associated symbols with the issue scope food quality are interpreted as follows. 

Firstly, the icon of the apple, which creates a connotation for health. Connections to 

proverbs of the childhood are stored in long-term memory and influence a human’s 

understanding. The embodied proverb “an apple a day” as already mentioned shows the 

association between health and the apple. Hence, there is a connotation between health, 

quality and the icon of the apple. Secondly, it is assumed that current issues of the society 

concerning protection of animals is triggering the association as well. Thirdly, the symbol 

of the heart denotes love and taking care of animals and further creates the connotation 

that food has a higher quality standard, which comes from animals treated well. It is 

assumed that the mentioned interpretations in the associations are the reason for the 

choice.  
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4.3.5 Food Safety  

 

Fifthly, food safety poses the next issue scope the participants created associations upon. 

There is not a clear decision in color, compared to the former issue scopes. The most 

chosen color is white due to the matching associations with something open, true, 

positive, neutral, natural, clean, icy and frozen food. Followed by the color green which 

is associated in terms of food safety with safe environment, plants, trust and safety 

conditions. Blue was also mentioned quite often. Used associations for blue regarding 

food safety is water, reliability, trustworthy, cleanliness, frozen food and the local security 

institution, the police with food safety. The color red was chosen from several 

interviewees because they see a connection between food safety and attention, alarm, 

importance, protection and the red cross (symbol from a health institution). The colors 

brown, black and yellow were mentioned by a few participants. 

A wider range of chosen icons for food safety is presented, given the uncertainty the 

participants came across during their process of choosing. The final decision for the icons 

was more time consuming. The most chosen icons were the farm and the fish. According 

to our interviewees, the fish is a sensitive food type which can cause allergies and food 

poisoning and therefore, this type of food was chosen as an icon, in order to represent the 

protection. Whereas the farm as an icon represents the association with the origin of the 

product, safe procedures and high value products. In addition, the apple was occasionally 

chosen as a non-labor food icon. Further used icons are the pig, the map, the flower, the 

factory, the fern, the earth, the road, the scale, the crown, the cat, the pizza, the river, the 

human and the heart symbol.     

 

It is obvious that no clear association regarding colors and the issue scope food safety is 

given. This led to the interpretation that due to the high standard concerning food 

production and the provisions in the participants countries, the interviewees see the food 

safely produced and thus take food safety as standard. Nevertheless, green was chosen 

the most after the participants thought about it.  

 

Participant 8: “[...]and if it's green [...] it could be like a sign of it being safe.” 
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Some of them stated that green feels safe, which can be reasoned with the referential 

meaning of a traffic light because all of the participants are from a country which has 

green and red (sometimes yellow) traffic lights. The traffic light tells us with a green light 

when it is safe to pass the street. In general, as already mentioned in the definition of this 

issue scope, safety is a state of no harm or danger. Hence, the chosen colors red and blue 

can be interpreted as embodied color for alarm or danger in terms of red and as referential 

meaning for the police in terms of blue, which is the institution color in many countries. 

Focusing on the interpretation of the associated symbols with the issue scope food safety, 

the most used icon of the farm can be seen as denotation of the external conditions, where 

food is produced. Thus, there is a connotation of the conditions of the production place 

of food with food safety. Additional chosen icon of the fish can be interpreted as 

connotation for endangered species through pollution and therefore need protection to be 

safe to eat. The pollution of oceans is a rather current topic and thus it is assumed the fish 

was chosen the most among all other animal icons. Another approach to explain the 

participants’ decision, is the fish as connotation for sensitive food due to its short 

expiration date, where safe conditions are very important.  

 

4.3.6 Traceability  

 

The last issue scope is called traceability. The participants mostly chose the color green 

with the explanation of their association with something homemade, something positive, 

quality and environment. Green is followed by blue due to the associations with the ocean 

and therefore with the shipping transport and with the air as humanity uses the airspace 

for transportation as well. Additional used colors are red, black, white, yellow, and brown. 

Interesting was that some participants chose their country colors, for example a Swedish 

interviewee chose the yellow and the blue color.  

The icon of the earth, the map, the road and the farm are the most chosen icons for the 

issue scope traceability. The earth represents the access for the consumer, the variety of 

all the products from the world and the individual countries. The map is associated with 

the origin of the specific product and the journey of the product from origin to the end 

customer. The road is associated with transportation and the supply chain of the 

production of food, as well as the journey of the product as well. Lastly, the icon of the 
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farm was chosen from several participants due to their association with a farm and the 

beginning of the food, production, storage and the correct environment for the animals to 

grow. Individuals also chose the icons of the factory, the scale and the symbol of a human.  

 

The interpretation of these findings lead to the awareness that the associated colors with 

the issue scope traceability represent the different transportation routes, for example by 

water or through the air. This finding contains a connotation for instance for the color 

blue with the water or the air, for the color green with the environment hence, the nature. 

Depending on the patriotism level of the participant’s country, colors can influence the 

associations and are a referential meaning.  

 

Participant 8: “ [...] like the Swedish colors, of course.” 

 

The usage of yellow and blue of a Swedish participant can be reasoned through this 

interpretation. Further, looking into the associated icons with the issue scope traceability 

a lot of denotations can be seen, which show the obvious meaning of a transportation 

route, for example the road, the farm or the factory as production place or the map. 

According to the participants the icon of the road also symbolizes the full journey of the 

product. As a result, the road can be seen as a generalized connotation for traceability.  

 

 

4.4 Meaning of Certification Marks  

 

This theme investigates the associations consumer have with certain definitions in 

relation to semiotics used in presented certification marks. Thus, the following existing 

certification marks and their similar options are analyzed and interpreted. 
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4.4.1 Rainforest Alliance Certified  

 

The first definition that was shown to the participants was the 

Rainforest Alliance Certified certification mark. This certification 

mark supports the responsible use of natural resources and 

promotes a healthy market system that appreciates sustainable 

production, raw material procurement and fair trade relations 

(Rainforest Alliance, 2018). Only a minority of participants were 

aware of the certification mark. Out of the three options the 

majority did not find the option with the frog, the existing 

certification mark for the Rainforest Alliance Certified, fitting for the definition. All of 

the options were presented in the same green color, which was perceived as fitting to the 

definition. 

In regard to the icons used, half of the participants chose the icon of the tree as it 

resembled the natural resources in the best way. The icon of the tree was also connected 

to the tree cleaning woodland in the rainforest and therefore was found most fitting. It 

was additionally mentioned that the tree as a general icon for the definition would be most 

understandable. The denotation of the word rainforest, which is known among the 

participants, conveys already the meaning of trees, thus this leads to the choice of the tree 

as a fitting icon. Further, the tree gives an important meaning to the participants as it 

creates general connotations based on its functions as a natural resource.  

 

The second option of the waterfall/landscape was as often chosen by the participants as 

the tree. The icon represented nature, land and energy and further showed a connection 

to raw material. Furthermore, the icon was seen as a symbol for a cycle and in general as 

a broader symbol describing the definition. The reason the waterfall/landscape was 

chosen rather than the tree is that the denotation of the word rainforest already includes 

the tree and the water element with rain and thus, it creates a broader meaning for natural 

resources. The waterfall/landscape represents more elements of natural resources. 

 

The existing Rainforest Alliance Certified certification mark with the frog was stated as 

less fitting in all the options and as misleading in regard to the definition. The context of 

sustainability production and raw material procurement could not be associated with this 
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option. The frog as a symbol of an animal was not found fitting to the definition as it is 

not seen as important for the human being. The only fitting connection that a participant 

made was towards the rainforest and raw material. The icon of the frog was rather said to 

be less fitting as it is not the typical animal that would represent the animal kingdom. It 

was perceived by one of the participants as something negative.  

 

Participant 12: “It is slimy. It stands for nothing nice or positive for me.” 

 

An additional statement by a participant was that the frog simply covered the idea of the 

rainforest but not all of the system and background from the definition. Lastly, the frog 

was seen as problematic as the participant felt like they had to think further to understand 

the meaning. In regard to the wording “Rainforest Alliance Certified” one of the 

participants mentioned that the tree icon was already associated with the rainforest and 

thus, a frog would create a further meaning. It can be seen that in regard to the rainforest 

participants often connected the environmental topic into their understanding. The 

denotation of the word frog is understood by the participants. Given the participants origin 

they do not see the frog as any kind of livestock or typical animal, but rather as a more 

specific and exotic animal in relation to the rainforest on a certification mark. Thus, 

natural resources and procurement in the definition is rather misleading as an individual 

would connect it to their own environment, in which a frog is not primarily included. 

 

4.4.2 Fairtrade  

 

The second certification mark that was presented to the 

participants was the Fairtrade mark, which represents products 

that are fair traded and have been produced according to certain 

social, environmental and economic criteria (Fairtrade 

International, 2019). The awareness among the participants for 

this certification mark was high, even though not all of these 

participants found the existing Fairtrade mark most fitting to the 

definition, given their lack of understanding.  

 

Participant 8: “I've seen it, like so many times, but I still don't really understand it.” 
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Participant 5: “I know the fair trade mark, but honestly, I don't really know what it 

shows.” 

 

It was stated that the social criterion was missing in the design and that figuring out the 

meaning of the mark was also time consuming and harder than for the other options. 

Within the existing certification mark of Fairtrade, the participants saw a globe/earth, a 

leaf, a water drop, a person raising the arm, nature, water, a sun, a road, a fish and a yin 

yang sign for balance. Further, some of the participants did not recognize a person in the 

design of the certification mark. The wide variety on semiotics identified in the Fairtrade 

mark shows that the existing certification mark is very abstract and was therefore 

interpreted differently among the participants. No clear image is seen in the use of 

semiotics among all the participants and thus, leads to a lack of understanding. Given the 

strong awareness of the certification mark, the participants assume that they know its 

meaning, but their understanding is overshadowed by the awareness of the certification 

mark.  

The most picked certification mark was the shaking hands in shape of a heart. Most 

participants found it more fitting in comparison to the existing certification mark. The 

second option was said to be easier to understand, even though many of the participants 

felt that the environmental criteria was missing in this.  

 

Participant 8: “I feel like the white hand could have been green.” 

 

Participant 7: “[...] the green and the blue that are the most reasonable colours in my 

opinion to describe environmental context.” 

 

The hands represented for the participants different countries/cultures shaking hands, 

diversity and also an agreement which all fitted the social and economic aspect. The 

semiotics used in this certification mark option were more clear in what they represented 

to the participants which led to their preference of this option over the other two. The 

contrast between the colors and the symbol of the heart shaped hands create connotations 

for the participants that are needed in order to connect it to the definition. The reason why 

participants have the belief that the environmental criterion is missing, is based on their 
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associations stored in their long-term memory. Certain symbols or icons and especially 

the color green would clearly give them the indication on the meaning. 

The last option with the earth was not found fitting among any of the participants as it 

was said that it only represented the environmental aspect. This icon is too broad for the 

participants and is not meaningful enough in order to create the specific three criteria 

mentioned in the definition. Individuals have too many connotations with this icon, which 

does not give them the desired meaning. 

The word “FAIRTRADE” created a further connection to the other semiotics for the 

participants. It was mentioned that this one word represents the full meaning of the 

definition. The chosen wording in itself already creates connotations that resemble the 

definition and simplify the understanding and can therefore be perceived as further 

helpful in the information process. 

 

4.4.3 EU Organic 

 

The EU organic certification mark definition was the third, 

presented to the participants. This certification mark assures the 

renunciation of chemical pesticides and fertilizers, fair animal 

husbandry and organic farm food (European Commission, 2019). 

In regard to the awareness of the existing certification mark only 

some participants knew it beforehand. When the participants were 

asked about what the existing EU organic mark design was 

showing the majority perceived a leaf, but only a few understood 

the meaning of the stars giving an indication on the EU. One of the participants associated 

respect with the stars or even saw a shooting star in the design. Overall, the EU organic 

mark was said to be less informative than the other options, also a participant mentioned 

that one would rather understand sustainable than organic from the design. In regard to 

the stars in shape of a leaf, the stars themselves do not create a connotation of the EU for 

the participants. Normally the stars on the EU flag are in a circle shape on a blue 

background, which the society can relate to. In case of the existing certification mark 

firstly the background color is different and therefore creates a different meaning and 

further the shape the stars are creating is also different. The participants clearly do not 

associate the EU with the stars and especially not in the different shape of the leaf. The 
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leaf itself was always perceived and never scrutinized by an of the participants, which 

shows that the symbol was understood, which also fits to the icons chosen in the 

environmental issue scope. 

 

The existing certification mark was slightly more preferred than the option in the middle 

with the “organic” slogan, which was also criticized for having limited information for 

the viewer. Some of the participants also had the feeling that the design was more clear 

and easier to understand than the existing. This option shows that words as a sign, can 

give additional importance to the viewer. In relation to the shape of the stars, which in 

this option is more a circle shape, the desired connotation is still not understood by the 

participants. This further shows that the EU connotation is only understood in its original 

composition of semiotics. 

The certification mark that was found most fitting by the majority was the first option 

with the icons of the hand, leaf, “EUorganic” slogan and the circle of stars. It was 

perceived as more specific and informative. One of the participants interpreted the hand 

and the leaf as a symbol for stopping the influence of the human being of using pesticides. 

This certification mark option has used multiple different semiotics in comparison to the 

other options, which simplifies the information process and creates an easier 

understanding of the meaning. In particular, “EU” gave the participants the indication on 

the area the certification mark was representing.  

Both, the first and the second option included visual wording which gave an index on the 

meaning. Wording in general was perceived positive as it gives more information, adds 

value and individuals that don’t know it might have the chance to understand it. It gives 

more specific information, than just the color or icons.  

 

Participant 6: “[...] if you have additional information maybe like EU organic, that 

would be better [...].” 

  

The green color background used in the options for the EU organic certification mark was 

found very fitting. As this certification mark can be categorized into the environment 

issue scope the color green is fitting, given the previously investigated associations. 

Further, the light green color has a referential meaning with organic, which was learnt by 
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the participants through the trend that evolved over the past years, where this certain hue 

was stored in a person's long-term memory. 

 

4.5 Understanding of Certification Marks 

 

For the last theme of the interview two products were contrasted by using the same 

Rainforest Alliance Certified certification mark. Thereby, the majority of the participants 

found the certification mark most fitting on the banana. One of the reasons for the 

participants was that the green color of the certification mark could be found in the 

physical appearance of the banana as it is naturally mainly yellow and green from the 

outside. Furthermore, the participants believed that the rainforest is one of the locations 

where bananas are naturally grown. As the participants associated the bananas to be 

grown in an exotic environment, the indication on the location of the rainforest gave 

participants a higher quality feeling for the product. Given the connection of a banana 

being an exotic fruit, the frog in connection was also perceived as an exotic animal and 

therefore believed to be fitting as an icon on the product. The explanation for the 

Rainforest Alliance Certified mark on the banana was stated by one of the participants as 

showing the responsible production of the bananas. Despite the possible exotic fit of the 

frog and the bananas, participants also preferred a different icon like the tree, as the 

consumers need more information on the frog to fully understand the connection. As it is 

commonly known that bananas are naturally grown in more exotic countries, the frog can 

rather be associated to the region and in relation to the product is positively perceived.   

The majority also stated that the certification mark did not fit on the meat product. The 

green color of the certification mark was found very attention grabbing on the product as 

meat in general is not associated with green and the participant scrutinizes the connection 

as it feels fake. Other colors that were mentioned to be more fitting were black and white. 

With green participants rather create the connotation of environment, which in relation to 

the meat is misunderstanding. 

The contrast of a frog on meat, an animal that is alive in contrast to the dead animal, was 

negatively perceived. The frog also represents a specific, in some cases endangered 

animal for the participants, therefore participants related the meaning of the certification 

mark to the meat towards animal husbandry and the animal’s well-being. The Rainforest 
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Alliance Certified mark was further interpreted in relation to the meat as an indication on 

the production, which needs to be controlled in order to not be harmful to the 

environment. As observed with the bananas the participants also preferred a different icon 

than the frog for the meat product as this would simplify the understanding process of the 

certification mark.  

Based on the frog situated on the meat the participants created the connotation of animal 

husbandry, which shows that the icon of a certification mark is used as an information to 

process the meaning of the mark in relation to the product. Misunderstanding in case of 

the frog can occur as its denotation cannot be understood in relation to the product, a 

connotation must be evoked in order to create understanding. Furthermore, it can be 

reasoned that the certification mark is not seen as fitting on the meat, since this specific 

product is a more sensitive product which is often bought regional. As none of the 

participants were originated from a rainforest region, the participants could not create a 

connection to this scenario.  Lastly, the wording “Rainforest Alliance Certified” was often 

the first approach the participants took to understand the relation between the mark and 

the product, instead of the other semiotics. The wording was always understood as an 

indication that the products came from the area of the rainforest.  

 

Overall, the certification mark was perceived more fitting on the bananas than on the 

meat. Given the indication of the wording in connection with the frog on the meat, 

participants had trouble making sense of this connection. The reason the certification 

mark on the banana is easier to understand for the participants than on the meat lies within 

the origin of the products. In both cases the frog and the wording were used to create an 

understanding, but without the wording “Rainforest Alliance Certified” the frog icon 

would not have created a meaning to the participants. 
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5. Conclusion  

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

This chapter summarizes the key findings of the study, relates to the research purpose 

and gives answer to the research question. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

The aim of the study was to uncover an insight into the influence of semiotics on the 

consumer information process of certification marks on grocery products and a 

consumer’s final understanding. The introductory assumption that there is a lack of 

understanding of certification marks on grocery products for consumers can be confirmed 

by the research and can be further traced back to deficient information process. The 

deficiency is based on a misuse of semiotics and can be ascertained in different points in 

the information process (Figure 13). Firstly, the consumer is overwhelmed by the amount 

of semiotics used, which leads to information loss between the sensory register and the 

short-term memory. In regard to a consumer’s absorption capacity, a clear trend is visible 

- the more semiotics, the less the reproduction competence. Secondly, the findings further 

show a source of deficiency in the short-term memory. At this stage, associations with 

semiotics, sent from the long-term memory and previously absorbed semiotics, are 

processed. As all of the certification marks can be assigned to one of the six issue scopes, 

which were presented and analyzed in the research, a consumer’s associations with these 

issue scopes are based on trends, life experience and familiar environment. Certification 

marks and their semiotics, which cannot be related to these associations, are not 

understood. The degree of abstractness influences the interpretation and a consumer’s 

understanding. Additionally, the study found out that where the certification mark is 

displayed on a product can have further influence on the information processing. The 

same premises as with the issue scopes is seen for the product. The stored associations 

with the product are evaluated with the semiotics of the certification mark. 
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Figure 13 Sources of deficient information process 

 

Source: Own illustration. 

 

Ultimately, to come back to the research question:  

How do semiotics influence the information process and consequential the 

understanding of certification marks on groceries? 

The research shows that semiotics play a key role in the information process and in the 

understanding of certification marks, as only a limited amount of semiotics can be 

absorbed and their associations need to comply with the associations of the issue scope. 
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6. Discussion  

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

The last chapter presents an argumentation on the research findings and a summary on 

limitations. Further, an outlook is given towards future research and implications of the 

findings in regard to the term of action are delineated. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

6.1 Discussion on Findings  

 

Based on the findings, it is evident that currently certification marks cannot be considered 

as a big influence factor within the practice of grocery shopping. Nevertheless, the 

awareness of certification marks is present, and the consumers know that these marks 

have a specific added value. As a result of their uncertainty regarding the meaning of the 

mark they do not use them as orientation.   

Besides the general overload of the existing certification marks, an overload caused by 

the amount of used semiotics in the certification marks was also found. The more 

semiotics used in the certification marks the less the consumer can recall or absorb in the 

first place. During this process, the human mind selects and prioritizes the semiotics 

automatically, in order to understand the meaning of the information. As a consequence, 

colors were neglected behind other semiotics, especially behind icons/symbols and 

words. This investigated trend was also noticed in the findings of the issue scopes. The 

participants’ decision to choose a color which is associated with a specific issue scope 

was more difficult and took longer than the decision for symbols and icons. Furthermore, 

their approach to explain their decision was not that clear and straightforward than it was 

for symbols and icons. In general, it is more difficult for a consumer to reason their 

association with colors than it is with symbols and icons.  

Moreover, the study revealed how associations with certain objects and topics are 

influenced in most situations. All associations that were investigated in this study were 

based on either or additionally experiences from life (often from the childhood), the 

familiar environment that is surrounding the consumer (country of origin or living) and 

current issues that affect the consumer emotionally for instance the global warming. In 

accordance to these influences, which vary in magnitude for each consumer, analogies 
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can be seen in each association process with the issue scopes despite the difference in 

culture. 

Coming back to the introductory assumption that consumers have trouble understanding 

certification marks, the interviews revealed that this can be confirmed. Rather abstract 

and specific symbols or icons are understood correctly mostly just in combination with 

words. This finding arouses because the consumer’s capacity for interpretation of 

symbols, icons and colors is bigger and multifarious than it in the case of words. Words 

mostly offer the consumer direct information, which is easy to understand.        

The product on which the certification mark is placed, is considered as a further 

magnitude of influence. Several characteristics and their associations of the product have 

to correspond with suitable associations of the semiotics in the certification mark in order 

to ensure the understanding of the certification mark. The study further shows that on a 

specific product the semiotic color provides two functions. Firstly, the color can be 

evaluated as supportive for the product in terms of suitable associations or secondly, it 

can be assessed as attention grabbing in case of no suitable association. On the contrary, 

symbols fulfill just a supporting function. As a result, it can be said that the symbols and 

wordings are more decisive for the evaluation of whether the product and the certification 

mark correspond and if whether the information of the certification mark can be 

conclusively understood. The semiotic color constitutes an additional factor in this 

evaluation, but in contrast to symbols and words, won’t be assessed as unsuitable but 

rather as attention grabbing. 

 

6.2 Limitations  

 

Given the limited time frame of the study limitations were detected by the research team. 

 

One of the main limitations that became clear through the process of investigating the 

research was the broad choice of topic. As implied in the introduction of the study a wide 

range of different certification marks in different issue scopes exist, which made the study 

very broad. Thus, the study could have been further limited to a certain issue scope, to 

one of the stages of the information process or could have explored one specific semiotic 

more in depth to develop a stronger, more sophisticated study. As limited research has 

been done on the overall topic, the research team decided to further continue with the 
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topic to contribute to the literature and initiate further research. Further, as multiple 

semiotics are visible in a certification mark the research team wanted to investigate these, 

as semiotics in relation to each other create further meaning. 

 

The results found in the study cannot be generalized based on the qualitative approach. 

Rather they can be seen as an insight into the current issue of certification marks for all 

consumers. Moreover, to have made the study more applicable for certain groups of 

society to gain more detailed and defined results a specific target group, based on either 

age or country, would have made the study more complete. To further mention, given the 

study’s international angle, the participants chosen for the study consisted of Western 

students from many different countries and cultures. Further nationalities could have been 

interviewed as Eastern countries could differ in their attitude, beliefs and perception 

towards certification marks, semiotics and their information processing in comparison to 

Westernized countries. 

 

A further limitation of the study was the length of the interviews. The research topic and 

interview questions demanded full concentration and reflexibility of the participants. 

Participants particularly had trouble reasoning their associations to certain topics and 

semiotics. In this case, the interview could have been divided in different interview days 

to limit the length and exhaustion level of the participants and also strengthen the quality 

of the data. 

 

Lastly, the second theme (Chapter 4.4) in the third module only investigated existing 

certification marks from the social & ethical and environmental issue scopes and left out 

the other four issue scopes. This insight is limited and with additional time could have 

been extended. 

 

6.3 Future Research  

 

This study reveals deeper insights in the field of information processing of certification 

marks and the current issues consumers have with the current approach. As already 

mentioned in the limitations, the study looks at a wide field of research within the 
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construct of semiotics and information processing, which might limit the accuracy of the 

study. As a consequence, there is the opportunity for further research within a particular 

component or field of the study to support even deeper findings in a specific research 

field. For instance, a lot of findings led to interpretations, which were based on culture 

and the country of origin or living. Research focusing on a specific target group, in order 

to see specific differences, thus associations, would be an option for further research.  

Another potential research opportunity could combine this study with an additional 

quantitative study. The study developed a deeper knowledge about certification marks 

and its further associations. An additional quantitative study would be suitable, in order 

to further investigate the opinion and point of view of the general society. This study 

showed that associations are in some cases of individual nature, but it would be interesting 

to investigate whether there is a common way to associate the issue scopes among people 

in a society. The main associations with the belonging issue scopes could help to develop 

a general understanding in which the certification institutions find orientation to develop 

understandable marks based on the common associations. 

Furthermore, this study was focused within the area of grocery shopping. Further research 

concerning the differences of information processing of semiotics in another area, for 

example an area of some high-involvement products would be interesting. 

 

6.4 Managerial Implications 

 

Due to the deficient information process, the goal of using certification marks to guide 

the consumer in grocery stores cannot be fulfilled by the certification mark institutions. 

Also, the overload of certification marks further limit the value of information and 

orientation of the consumer. As a consequence, action is required by the institutions in 

order to tackle this issue and shed further awareness on their cause. 

In particular, the certification mark institutions should make their marks more 

understandable by using semiotics in accordance to the findings of this study. Besides the 

general overload of certification marks, the overload of semiotics used within the 

certification marks needs to be improved, given the consumer’s limited absorption 

capacity. 

Referring to the general finding that most of the participants claim that they do not deal 

enough with certification marks and do not have enough information on certification 
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marks, the food industry should stress the importance of creating more awareness of the 

existing certification marks and their added value for the consumers. Especially, looking 

at the current food trends consumers demand for information has increased in this sector. 
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Appendix  

Appendix 1  

Secondary Data Collection 

 

Frame of Reference 

Databases Google Scholar, Jönköping University Primo, Google Search 

Main 

Theoretical 

Grounds 

Information Processing, Semiotics 

Search 

Keywords 

Semiotics, understanding, long-term memory, short-term memory, 

associations, index, icon, symbol, certification mark, certification 

label, visual cues, visual stimuli, certification logo, order of 

signification, semantic, semiology, color 

Type of 

Literature 

Academic articles, books, electronic books, reference entries 

Criteria for 

Articles 

Keywords, publication year, reference list  
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Appendix 2  

 

Interview – Question Catalogue 

• How old are you?  

• Where are you from?  

• What is your current occupation? 

• How often do you go grocery shopping? 

• Can you think of any factors which influence your grocery shopping? 

• When you have to decide between the same products but from different brands how 

do you choose?   

• How relevant is the price for you when you go shopping for food? 

• What do you understand under a certification mark? 

• Which certification marks do you know? Specific categories? 

• What do certification marks mean to you - importance? 

• When you go grocery shopping do you search for certification marks on products?  

• What certification marks do you usually look for? Specific categories?  

• Do you have trouble understanding the meaning of some?  

• Why don’t you understand the certification mark at once? 

• Why did you decide to use this specific colour for the CM in the category of ____? 

• Do you have any associations with this colour that made you believe the category was 

fit? 

• Why did you decide to use this specific symbol for the CM in the category of _____? 

• Do you have any associations with this symbol that made you believe the category 

was fit? 

• Do you feel that from the colours and symbols we provided you with some are missing 

that you would rather associate with the category? 

• Are there colours or symbols that totally not fit to the ______ ? 

• Why do you believe this mark is the fitting one to the definition? Are there any colours 

or semiotics (symbols, icons, index) which indicate the right answer to you? If yes, 

why? Do you associate the colour and symbol with something specific? 

• Do you understand what the CM means on each product? 

• What do the colours and symbols indicate about the CM and in relation to the product? 
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• Are there any differences for you between the products in relation to the CM? 

• Do you believe that all colours and semiotics used in the CM are helpful in 

interpreting the meaning of the CM in relation to the product? 
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Appendix 3 

Interview Details for Association Module 
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Appendix 4 

Tables of Summarized Statements for Issue Scope and Association Module 

 

Interview 

Theme 
Sub-Theme Example Statements 

Issue Scope Environment “I would always connected environment with the 

green, like earth and nature” (P6);  

“These colors are standing for Earth for life and for a 

blue sky” (P12); 

“I think green color reminds about the sustainability, 

and especially the blue like the sky. The green is 

associated with also the tree. And well green and blue 

are kind of the colors of the earth” (P3); 

“Because it’s like a stereotype that the earth is like 

green for land and blue for water and then I like fish 

for water and tree” (P15); 
 

Social & 

Ethical 

“When it comes to social, I only choose the human 

because I guess it represents a human kind” (P6); 

“The scale for equality manly. And the heart and the 

human being for having the same rights and ethical 

behavior between people. And being positive minded 

or positive to other people” (P12); 

“So people are really important, being social, then 

again the planet where everybody can interact. The 

scale to show balance what is good and what is bad” 

(P17); 

“White for ethical for like for the positive things” 

(P12); 

“Think I like for the colors (black and white). They're 

kind of like representing for me the Ying and Yang, 

you know the chinese symbol. The balance is really 

important, you need to have like both sides, taking in 

consideration” (P3); 
 

Animal Health 

& Welfare 
“I feel like the cats are more protected as a domestic 

animal, they have better chance of welfare than the 

ones that are being damaged because of the humans” 

(P5); 

“I decided to use the pig, we eat them for lunch, 

dinner and whatever. And I decided not to choose the 

cat and all the other animals over there because those 

are animals which at least in our culture are not really 

suitable to eat” (P4); 

“As I said peace and welfare go well together. I don’t 

think any other color  (than white) would be the best 

choice for that. I can relate it easily to be good with 

each other” (P2); 
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Food Quality  “Already in primary school when the teacher 

corrected your stuff than the green color was always 

think you're on the quality color basically and the red 

color was always wrong” (P4);  

“Green because it's again related to like the 

environment and it makes me think of like fields 

where everything's growing freshly. More like the 

animals have been in a nice environment as opposed 

to like bad food quality where things like in factories” 

(P10); 

“An apple a day keeps the doctor away. And it’s 

natural. So I guess it’s important and it gives you an 

image of something natural and very good thing. And 

the farm reminds me of a good environment product 

that are safe for people that care about the products 

very small environment and not industrial (P9); 
 

Food Safety “[...]and if it's green [...] it could be like a sign of it 

being safe” (P8);  

“So with a safety I somehow connect blue and white 

to it. I do feel like it’s both clean colors. I than I 

choose the fish and the pig because I think especially 

in fish and pig products they are really sensible to 

when something goes wrong that it would directly 

would not be safe to eat anymore” (P1); 

“It’s more for fish products I would say. And blue 

would be the water” (P2); 

 
Traceability “ [...]like the Swedish colors, of course.” (P8);  

“Brown for like dirt roads. I think of blue for oceans 

for shipping. 

So the earth because we come from on Earth, which 

country. The map because it got different points 

which I like because one food doesn’t go directly 

from here to there or like stop along the way and 

things. So you could like see different countries have 

stopped or different places where other ingredients 

maybe from” (P13); 

“I think I chose the earth, because it’s a matter of 

where it comes from, like a location and the world 

because it has to be pretty clear” (P11); 

Meaning Rainforest 

Alliance 

Certified 

“It is slimy. It stands for nothing nice or positive for 

me.” (P12);  

“I mean, when you see the frog, you see the green 

sign, it gives you an idea of sustainable production. 

But then the frog is completely out of the context.” 

(P9);  
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“Of course a frog is also like nature and stuff, but us 

as humans, I feel like a frog isn't really that important 

to us whereas like water and also a tree will be more 

important to us.”(P1);  

“And if I would like go for like in general or in kind 

of a general product, I would go for the tree because 

the tree everyone knows.”(P14);  
 

Fairtrade “[...] the green and the blue that are the most 

reasonable colours in my opinion to describe 

environmental context.” (P7); 

“I feel like the white hand could have been green.” 

(P8);  

“I know the fair trade mark, but honestly, I don't 

really know what it shows.”(P5);  

“I've seen it, like so many times, but I still don't really 

understand it.” (P8);  

“I go with the middle one again. Okay, the hand. 

Yeah, yeah, there was like the handshake. Because 

it’s like, we have idea that it’s trading in, like in 

accordance with economic social, there’s a lot of like 

people ideas and people interactions. So the 

handshake for me is the best fitting for that” (P15); 
 

EU organic “I can see a leaf and a shooting star. [...] If I didn’t 

read the text, I have no idea what it would be about 

without the text” (P13); 

“[...] if you have additional information maybe like 

EU organic, that would be better [...].” (P6);  

“But I think it's important to have to word organic in 

there and also the information European 

Union.”(P12);  

“It's trying to show you it's like a leaf, trying to 

represent like organic. 

But if I just saw that symbol I wouldn’t connect it to 

the EU.”(P10) 

Understanding Product 
comparison  

“[...]when it's on banana you don't even see the frog 

but when it's like on the meat this huge. You actually 

wonder what does it actually mean.” (P9);  

“For the meat it is just out of different colour with the 

product itself. Because it's green, and the whole 

product is kind of based on red and white.” (P14); 

“The frog and the banana fits better because it's green 

and yellow, which is something like complimentary 

color. [...] But on the red meat I don't see it is 

something that is suitable because as I said it's the red 

color is something that warns you about something. 

Putting the frog on a dead animal feels false.”(P5);  
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“[...] you don't really think about the meat when 

someone mentions the Rainforest Alliance because I 

don't think this meat comes from the rainforest.” 

(P16);    
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