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Consumer Perceptions of [State] Strawberries

Introduction
[State] produces the most winter strawberries in America, yielding 200 million pounds of strawberries annually (USDA, 2013). Despite the large volumes being produced domestically, there has been an increase in the number of imported strawberries (Wu, Guan, & Whidden, 2012). Imported strawberries from Mexico have increased by 300 million pounds and are becoming more prevalent in supermarkets (Wu, Guan, & Whidden, 2012). Imported strawberries are typically only sold in American stores when the domestic strawberries are out of season (Huang & Huang, 2007). Although [State] produces 100% of domestic strawberries during the winter months, imported strawberries have been seen on shelves mid-season next to local strawberries (Mossler, 2013; Shope, 2013). The executive director for the [State] Strawberry Growers Association said, “I understand what they [supermarkets] are trying to do, but this is just insulting to our community that depends so much on our local crop”(Shope, 2013, para. 3). There is a need to increase promotion of [State]-grown strawberries as a result of direct competition from imported strawberries. Marketing the strawberries using a state brand could help differentiate the product from imported competitors. By understanding consumer attitudes toward state-branded commodities, agricultural communicators will be able identify strategies to encourage the adoption of and decision to buy [State]-grown strawberries, thus supporting priority two of the National Research Agenda (Doerfert, 2011). The purpose of this study was to identify consumers’ perceptions related to [State]-grown strawberries and how these attitudes can help develop a brand strategy.
Theoretical Framework
Brands, often attached to consumer goods, represent more than a product itself and carry social meaning (Loken et al., 2010). These social constructs add value to organizations and the consumer (Settle, 2012). Brands can be conceptualized and interpreted in various ways, including through positioning of the brand in consumers’ minds, consumers’ perceptions of added benefits to products, relationships with consumers, and consumers’ opinions (de Chernatony, 2001). A brand represents value to the customer and reduces consumer perceptions of risk and uncertainty (Franzen & Moriarty, 2009; Kornberger, 2010). Implementing and maintaining successful brands requires understanding how the brand is communicated to consumers and how the consumers respond to the brand (McEnally & de Chernatony, 1999).
Methods
Six focus groups were conducted in [city] to assess the public’s perceptions of [State] strawberries, including what motivates or prevents them from buying [State] strawberries. Focus groups are guided discussions that allow participants to share and contrast their beliefs and experiences with each other (Morgan, 1998). The same moderator was used for all focus groups to provide consistency. There were 50 participants total, an average of eight participants per group. The recommended size of focus groups is six to 12 participants (Krueger, 1998). Focus groups were analyzed using the constant comparative method to find emergent themes (Glaser, 1965). A summary of the discussion was confirmed by participants for each focus group to provide validation through member checking (Creswell, 2007). 
Results
[bookmark: _GoBack]Four themes emerged during the discussion of participants’ perceptions of [State] strawberries. For the first theme, many participants did not look for [State] strawberries because they did not think it mattered where they came from. The theme was exemplified by statements such as “I don’t care where they are grown. It doesn’t matter,” and “Usually if you buy them out of the store, they don’t really tell you where they actually really come from, and I don’t think that makes a big deal.” For the second theme, the majority of participants stated a general preference for [State] strawberries, even if they were among those who were not looking for [State] strawberries. Participants felt that [State] strawberries were safer (“I just wouldn’t feel comfortable [buying imported strawberries]”), fresher (“The less time there is between the field and the storage shelf that I’m picking them up off of, the better”), and better for the local economy (“It is better for the economy of [State], keeps [money] in the state.”) than imported strawberries. Participants also required that the strawberries they purchased were good quality. Even those who preferred [State] strawberries demanded quality, as stated by a participant, “Sometimes I’d rather buy [State] strawberries, but if they don’t look as good as the Honduran strawberries, I’d buy the Honduran.” The final theme was that participants made purchasing decisions based on the price of strawberries. Participants assumed [State] strawberries would be less expensive (“It’s probably cheaper as well because it’s grown locally.”). Some participants would be willing to pay slightly more for [State] strawberries, but increased price was a barrier for other participants (“The price would be the main [barrier] for me, probably.”). 
Discussion and Recommendations
Consumers often did not look for [State] strawberries and literature supports that there has been an increase of imported strawberries on supermarket shelves (Wu, Guan, & Whidden, 2012). This indicates that consumers do not always know where their strawberry purchases come from. This is an issue because consumers expressed they would prefer to buy [State] strawberries, but they just cannot find them. They associated strawberries with being fresher, safer, and higher quality. Since consumers discussed this preference, [State] growers need to collectively differentiate their products from imported competition. One option to achieve this could be through the branding of [State] strawberries under a universal [State] logo. If the [State] strawberries can easily be identified, consumers will have an easier time picking them out amongst competition. De Chernatony (2001) suggests positioning brands in consumers’ minds to see an added benefit. A [State] logo on strawberry packages will be associated with freshness, increased safety, and a perceived higher quality by the consumer. This gives the brand an advantage compared to imported strawberries as well as a reduction in associated perceived risk and uncertainty (Franzen & Moriarty, 2009; Kornberger, 2010). Because commodities like strawberries are essentially identical products, perceived differences must be created to sway consumers to choose one way or another. Creating a [State] brand for strawberries will help consumers connect their attitudes about [State] strawberries to the product and increase their intent to purchase. Practical recommendations from this study include the addition of a [State] logo added to the label of all [State] grown strawberry packages. This branding effort will likely increase strawberry sales since focus groups point to consumers wanting to purchase the [State] strawberries but finding them difficult to identify. Further research should be done to gain a deeper insight into the perceptions of [State] strawberries along with consumers’ motivation to purchase. This should be done through a survey instrument to collect data from sample of the [State] population. This information can be used to create a stronger brand image for [State] strawberries.
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