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Can multicriteria assessment tools help build trust into organic products?
Bernhard Freyer 1, Jim Bingen 2 and Rebecca Paxton 1
ABSTRACT. In a continuously expanding, globalizing, and industrializing organic market, organic consumers confront increasing
complexity in organic product representation, labeling, and information that challenges how they build trust in organic products. We
present a conceptual framework to analyze how consumers might build and practice trust in the organic agrifood chain. We asked
specifically about the role of multicriteria assessment tools (MCATs) for trust building. We identified three consumer trust types:
uninformed trust in labels (type 1); informed trust in extensive information, control, and certification (type 2); and informed and
engaged trust in forms of close farmer–consumer relationships (type 3). Three concepts of “reflexivity”—unreflective, reflective, selfreflective—are used to explain how these three consumer trust types are operating. We see MCATs as tools accepted and applied mainly
by the informed and reflective type. We further examined how reflexivity about two aspects—ethics and systems thinking—in the
context of the organic agrifood chain can affect how people trust. Hedonistic, materialistic-oriented consumers might not care about
MCATs to deepen their trust in organic, while anthropocentric-oriented consumers were identified as those applying MCATs; ecocentric and holistic-oriented consumers perceive MCATs more as a confinement that limits their self-reflexive and holistic understanding
of organic. Awareness of, and interest in, systems thinking by unreflective and uninformed consumer trust types is rather limited; any
MCAT is therefore without relevance. The reflective and informed consumer trust type uses a bundle of systems thinking methodologies,
and in this context, MCATs would serve as an orientation. The self-reflective, informed, and engaged consumer trust type applies
systems theory to learn how to become independent and to better learn how to protect against power interventions; e.g., from industries
into the local agrofood chain system. MCATs might play a role, however, would be seen critically because of the high degree of selfdetermination of this type. The unreflective consumer type will not ask for any governance process or related MCAT because they are
not sensitized for any bottom-up processes in the agrofood chain. The reflective consumer, however, appreciates more transparency
and participation, and would welcome in this context any MCAT that supports more voice for the consumer. The self-reflective consumer
who asks for independence and full voice in creating the relation to farmers would at least develop their own MCAT in collaboration
with the processors and farmers. Single, double, and triple loop learning are seen as the learning processes that take place when a
consumer engages reflexively in the organic agrifood chain. The uninformed consumer type is a single loop learner not heavily interested
in MCATs, while the informed is a double loop learner, where MCAT might be a useful tool, and the triple loop learner is seen as the
consumer type being engaged in the agrofood chain and would ideally develop their own MCAT. We conclude that MCATs are not
relevant for the uninformed consumer to build trust, while the informed consumer would like to apply a predefined MCAT as a tool
that allows proof if they can trust in the organic chain. The informed and engaged consumer mostly would not be interested in predefined
MCATs, but in some cases might develop their own together with their partners. Their concept of trust is based mainly on being an
active partner in the organic agrofood chain and knowing the system by their own experience and contributions. Further theoretical
elaboration and empirical research is needed to validate these conceptual reflections on consumer trust.
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BACKGROUND
Now that organic food products can be imported from almost
everywhere and found in big chain discount stores, there is an
increasing number of concerns about the reliability or
truthfulness of products with the organic label. We argue that
instead of “throwing out the organic baby with the bathwater,”
we should explore the ways in which multicriteria assessment tools
(MCATs) can be applied to understanding organic purchasing
habits of consumers.
Do we need MCATs in order to identify the “truth” about organic
products (c.f. Cunliffe 2003:983)? We start our reflection with the
assumption that MCATs can help in making decisions in complex
situations and support orientation where trust is lacking and
information is limited (Delgado-Ballester et al. 2003, Chang et
al. 2006). We argue that MCATs can play different roles depending
on how consumers trust and reflect their organic purchasing
decisions. We do not refer to a specific MCAT but to such tools
in general. Assessment tools are discussed mainly within a farm
context (Lampkin 2006, Darnhofer et al. 2009:73, Finnveden et
al. 2009, Binder et al. 2010). Læssøe et al. (2012) discuss the
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different concepts of motivation that should be regarded when
developing a MCAT for organic consumers in decision-making
and reflexive processes. Our paper can be seen as a contribution
to understanding how such instruments could fit into different
consumers’ engagement in reflexive and learning processes and
purchasing decisions.
We approach this topic first by discussing the ways in which
consumer purchasing decisions rely on trust. For that we examine
the meaning of trust and define organic consumer trust types that
were adapted from literature on organic consumer purchasing
habits. We use this framework to understand how far MCATs
might offer a means of creating more trust and transparency for
consumers. More specifically, we identify the ways in which
different consumer trust types apply these tools, and we
characterize their purchasing decision in more detail. We explore
the ways in which different types of reflexivity and trust,
respectively, affect how people rely on, or need, MCATs. MCATs
can also help in finding a way through the complex ethical
dimensions in which the organic agrofood chain is embedded. We
ask if MCATs could play a role in strengthening governance that
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would support organic consumers in their purchasing decisions.
Finally, we reflect on how MCATs might be useful within specific
learning approaches that we assume our trust types are built upon.
TRUST FROM A PERSPECTIVE OF ORGANIC
CONSUMERS
The meaning of trust
Trust means having a firm belief in the reliability, truth, or ability
of someone or something (Smeltzer 1997). Such beliefs emerge
through social relationships in different social contexts, also
known as social fields of interactions (Luhmann et al. 1979,
Luhmann 1989). Where trust exists, there are more opportunities
to act, in parallel with the increased complexity of the social
system (Luhmann 1989:7). Direct social relationships create
nearness (Alrøe and Kristensen 2004), a precondition for
particular types of trust. This type of trust emerges in “close”
systems (Jalava 2003) that are based on personal relationships.
Such trust types permit practices that do not rely on formal
control processes that serve to reduce complexity (Luhmann
1989:8, 22, 23). Consequently, when social networks-based trust
do not exist, the alternative is to trust labels and the reliability of
control systems (Jahn et al. 2005).
Trust in the organic agrofood chain and entry points for
multicriteria assessment tools
Organic agrofood chains can be seen as social fields of interaction
(Goodman 2002, Sage 2003). From this perspective, these chains
permit more or less social relationships between different actors,
and thereby provide differentiated potentials for trust (Jarosz
2000). In practice, regional and local organic agrofood chains
offer a potential for personal interrelationships and face-to-face
communication (Renting et al. 2003), as well as physical
proximity.
But trust in organic products has been decreasing (Jahn et al.
2005) as agrofood chains have become more open, globalized, and
complex (Raynolds 2004). These processes reduce the ability of
processors, traders, sellers, and consumers to oversee the life cycle
of a food product (Aschemann et al. 2007). As a result, organic
agrofood chains cannot assure consumers of their ethical and
social quality, and thereby, they suffer a loss of consumer trust
(Raynolds 2000, Birks 2002, Siderer et al. 2005, Seyfang 2006,
Arce 2009). The greater the distance between the actors engaged
in production, processing, marketing, and consumption, the more
agrofood chains become anonymous and rely on labels and/or
control and certification systems that are designed and intended
to create trust (Pacione 1997, Birks 2002, Padel and Foster 2005,
Vogl et al. 2005, c.f. Fritz and Fischer 2007, Toke and Raghavan
2010). At this point, the MCAT comes into the play as an
instrument to bridge the increasing distance between the actors
along the agrofood chain.
Consequently, the discourse on organic increasingly focuses on
certification protocols and procedures that are designed to
“control” and “regulate” (Jahn et al. 2005). Table 1 presents some
common arguments driving the demand for greater regulation of
the organic agrofood chain which often overpower arguments
associated with other trust models. However, product labels,
control, and certification systems are not immune to skepticism
and questions about their reliability and ability to truthfully
reflect organic practices (Janssen and Hamm 2011). On the one

hand, these regulations are supposed to be ways to assure trust;
on the other hand, they are not person-to-person; therefore, their
trust-building capacity is limited. Often, the meaning and
functioning of control systems are themselves unclear.
Bureaucratic processes and inconsistent application add to, rather
than reduce, the system’s complexity (Albersmeier et al. 2009).
The continuing increase in rating, ranking, controlling, and other
audits in the organic sector has led to what Michael Power (Power
1994) described as Audit-Explosion and an “organic AuditSociety” (Power 1997). Bureaucratization transfers responsibility
from individuals and groups to governance structures that are
often anonymous, hierarchical, and inaccessible to consumers.
This raises questions about rethinking individual responsibility
and the underlying ethical and socio-political questions regarding
how the organic agrofood system could, or should, be organized.
This is a second entry point where we assume an increasing
demand for MCATs as a learning tool that allows the creation of
more trust and transparency for the consumer.
Table 1. Domain-specific causes driving control and certification.
Domain

Causes

Production Substitution of conventional practices with organicapproved products and practices
Intensification of the production through organic
inputs
Use of industrial-produced beneficials instead of
providing habitats in the land use system
Ignorance of animal welfare standards
Ignorance of labor and gender rights
Processing Increased use of not declared or allowed additives
Low transparency about the origin of products
Certificat Economic interests—lobbying through certifiers; e.g.,
ion
at European level
Decreasing interest of certifiers in certifying small
farms
Shared interests between certifiers and large farms
Consump Increase in critical consumers concerning the
tion
ecological and ethical quality of organic products
Trade and Increase in internationally traded products—lack of
Market
traceability with globalization
Consolidation of storage, processing, and selling of
products of different origin in one company; risk of
wrong declaration
Unfair trade conditions
Fulfillment of specific label qualities
Marketing strategies in the nonorganic sector, which
complicate the differentiation between organic and
nonorganic products
A product or process does not fulfill the International
Federation of Organic Agriculture Movements
standards but is sold as an organic product
Media

Misinformation and misinterpretation of the organic
idea, organic rules, etc.
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TYPOLOGY OF TRUST
Based on the literature on consumer motivations, habits, and
perceptions related to organic (e.g., Torjusen et al. 2001, Aertsens
et al. 2009), we distinguish between three “consumer trust types.”
Each has three subtypes differentiated by background knowledge
of the organic agrofood chain and the basis of trust. Undoubtedly,
hybrid forms of the three consumer trust types exist. Finally, we
ask about the relevance of MCATs for these types.
Type 1: Uninformed (also: unaware, uninterested) organic
consumers: primarily trust the labels (e.g., the aesthetics, forms,
colors, symbols).
. Consumers trust the organic label without really knowing
what the label means. Purchases based on a label are made
by chance rather than from specific knowledge.
. Consumers’ beliefs about the trustworthiness of a label are
based on the fact that the label is well known and publicly
accepted. For these consumers, there is no need to know any
further details about the organic agrofood system beyond
the label.
. Consumers trust a label in combination with the “face” of
an individual (e.g., a farmer or well-known individual) who
stands for trustworthiness. Endorsement by such a “trusted
person” is the basis of consumer trust in the product.
Type 2: Informed organic consumers: mainly trust (written)
information (product and label descriptions, control and
certification, tests and assessment instruments, consumer
information) about the product.
. Consumers are familiar with the rationale provided by the
farmer, company, and label. These arguments describe the
qualities of the organic product (e.g., free range eggs, nongenetically modified organisms, grass-fed beef) on the
package of a product or in an extra leaflet. Through this
information, consumers are persuaded to trust the product.
. Consumers trust a label in combination with certification
and control systems. They know about these systems and
trust their application.
. Consumers trust the endorsements by authorities for
consumer protection and their test reports.
Type 3: Informed and engaged organic consumers: trust their own
experiences (e.g., personal communication with farmers, active
participation, networking with organic practitioners).
. Consumers trust direct encounters with the farmers (e.g.,
through farmers’ markets or farm visits) that allow the
consumers to ask the responsible person directly about the
quality of the product. The consumers inform themselves
actively and trust farmers’ information and their own
experiences on the farm.
. Consumers know the specific farmers who produce their
food, and therefore do not require a label or knowledge
about the production system in order to create trust. Trust
comes from the social relationship with the farmer.
. Consumers participate (e.g., in a Community Supported
Agriculture scheme or a Participatory Guarantee System),
are informed about the production processes, and take

responsibility for production and processing practices in the
organic agrofood chain.
With respect to MCATs, our question is this: Are there indications
of the need for MCATs from different consumer type
perspectives? We argue as follows: The uninformed consumers
are not interested in detailed information about an organic
product: the label is enough to trust. Therefore, MCATs appear
to be of little relevance. However, informed consumers are
interested in the MCAT: it provides them with more detailed
information about the product, which might help them decide if
an organic product of interest fulfills their expectations. In
contrast, informed and engaged consumers are not really
interested in preformulated criteria catalogues like MCATs
because they are personally highly involved in the agrofood chain.
Based on this involvement, they develop and apply their own tools.
For these consumers, trust is a question of knowing the person,
or it is an ethical question.
While trust in labels does not require knowledge about organic
guidelines (type 1), understanding certification (type 2) or
engagement in participatory forms of trust (type 3) demand an
extended version of reflexivity. In the following, we identify
reflexivity as the key driver beyond these consumer trust types. In
the organic context, we argue that ethics and systems thinking
that contribute to different types of reflexivity and trust,
respectively, affect how people rely on or need MCATs.
Furthermore, MCATs could help them to (regain) trust in organic
products.
CONCEPTUALIZING REFLEXIVITY
In this section, we introduce and conceptualize the process of
reflexivity as it relates to the formation of trust in the organic
agrofood chain. Empirical studies of consumer behavior
document the relevance of reflexivity. Several examples of the
“reflexive” or “green” consumer are known (Lockie et al. 2002,
Lockie and Halpin 2005). Those consumers are well informed via
popular media, experts, and personal networks (friends, family).
They are concerned about food safety and nutrition (Aertsens et
al. 2009) but also the taste of their food (Guthman 2003). In
addition, they tend to think and act politically (Hinrichs 2003,
DuPuis et al. 2006), and they are locally and collectively oriented
in their food choice (Little et al. 2010).
Operationalizing reflexivity
The literature on reflexivity and reflectivity does not offer a
coherent definition and application of the terms (e.g., D’Cruz et
al. 2007). As stated by Lynch (2000:47), there are diverse concepts
of reflexivity. Sometimes, the definition of the concept overlaps
with that of reflectivity, and the two terms are similarly applied,
thereby making any attempt to distinguish between them
challenging (Schön 1983, Atkins and Murphy 1993, Lynch 2000).
In order to apply these concepts, we need to investigate their
theoretical foundations and applications in a concrete context.
Reflexivity is a recursive process that, through an ongoing series
of actions, operates responses or adjustments in a system (Lynch
2000:27). Through reflexivity, we doubt and rethink the truth
claims and representations in which we trust in our social
relationships (Clifford 1986). We ask for more transparency and
for deeper knowledge based on our own experiences (Hoegl and
Parboteeah 2006). Reflexivity involves constantly taking stock of
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personal actions and the role the individual plays in the process
(Guillemin and Gillam 2004:274).
Concepts of reflexivity
White et al. (2006) state in their overview on reflection that it is
hard to distinguish between different types of reflection and levels
of reflection. They introduce several models that distinguish up
to seven levels of reflectivity (King and Kitchener 1994). D’Cruz
et al. (2007) discuss the literature about different interpretations
of (critical) reflectivity and reflexivity.
Habermas’ critical theory (McCarthy 1978) is a guiding typology
based on three categories of knowledge (Redmond 2004:13–14):
(1) technical, (2) practical, and (3) emancipatory. Technical
knowledge refers to problem-solving approaches for assessing and
planning, implementing and evaluating. In the foreground are
reflections based on scientific evidence, which are referred to
“objective knowledge.” In our case, MCATs could stand for
contributing such knowledge, based on an individual’s
application of MCATs and reflective processes. Objective
knowledge becomes practical knowledge if its application in a
particular context is well known. Finally, emancipatory
knowledge combines both technical and practical knowledge to
produce self-awareness through constructing, deconstructing,
confronting, and reconstructing, and representing reflexivity.
Emancipation characterizes the distinction between reflexivity
and reflectivity (Lipp 2007). Fay (1987) and Polanyi (1962)
describe this progression from technical via practical to
emancipatory, which enables liberation from oppression as
follows: knowledge with enlightenment (knowing that),
empowerment (knowing how), followed by emancipation
(knowing why). For Mason (2006:6), reflexivity is about how do
I know, and how do I know that I know (Hertz 1997). It is also
about looking at a subject from a distant perspective, as suggested
by Pierre Bourdieu (Jenkins 1992, Guillemin and Gillam
2004:274): an objective observation of the research subject, and
the reflection of the observation itself.
Reflexivity as a practice is not an activity isolated from its social
environment. How one is inserted into social networks and power
relations shapes reflexivity and influences decisions and
interpretations (Sultana 2007:376). It is about what an individual
includes or excludes in acting (Guillemin and Gillam 2004:274),
and it empowers an individual to trust something. We also see
that in the way in which a person reflects, sets their priorities, and
is engaged in related practices, expresses a socio-political attitude.
This attitude and these activities must be considered as having an
impact on socio-political and social developments (Lynch
2000:27).
For the purposes of this discussion, the challenge is to align our
three consumer types with different types of reflexivity. Drawing
upon several authors, we selected three key concepts of reflexivity
(Kember et al. 2000, Stirling 2006:226–229, Voß and Kemp
2006:23, 24):
. Unreflectivity (unreflectiveness) refers to conceptions and
interventions that are restricted to the most obvious,
instrumental attributes of an option.
. Reflectivity (reflectiveness) is when the full range of
attributes and the possibility of unforeseen consequences
are taken into account.

. Self-reflectivity is when attention is shifted to include
attributes of the actors who do the assessment as constitutive
elements of appraisal (see also self-reflectiveness, following
Bohmann [1996] in Stirling [2006:227], while Tomm (1987)
and Hajer (1996) use the term self-reflexivity) (see The notion
of self-reflectivity).
In the following, we introduce these concepts and explain their
relationship to the three consumer trust types, as well as the role,
status, and relevance of MCATs. These concepts are difficult to
observe empirically, and the boundaries between the different
types are fluid. In this sense, there is a continuum of reflexivity
or of being reflective.
The notion of unreflectivity
Unreflective is not the opposite of reflective (Lynch 2000:26).
Rather, it represents a specific conception of human nature and
social reality. We understand this position as one of being not
interested in, not prioritizing, and not preferring; i.e., superficial
enlightenment (superficially knowing that) (Lipp 2007). In
accordance with Lynch (2000:44), it is an argument that it is
possible to fail to be reflexive. It is not an expression of a moral
virtue of a personality, but it expresses a specific moral within a
certain context.
Within the context of our consumer trust types, unreflectivity
means “recognizing that there is something,” without further or
deeper interest in the meaning of the “that.” This kind of
awareness is similar to that of consumer trust type 1, whose
principle reference to organic is the face value of the label. For
those consumers, MCATs might be of little interest because for
them, the “label” provides them more than enough information
about organic. They are explicitly not interested in a deeper
reflection process on organic products, and they do not engage
with their consumerism into any socio-political context.
The notion of reflectivity
A reflective person seeks to discover, highlight, structure, and
reconstruct a situation by asking what we know, how we know,
what we do not know, why we do or do not trust, and what we
can or cannot change, and considers methods for understanding
different perspectives, beliefs, and values (Fook 2002, Bolton
2010:6). Reflective practice aims to rethink and systematically
question current theories, and to end up with new theoretical
insights (Osterman and Kottkamp 2004:13–14). Reflectivity is,
therefore, empowering; i.e., “knowing how” (Lipp 2007).
This description fits with that of the informed organic consumer
trust type. Such consumers understand and interpret the organic
standards, seek out explanations in brochures or consumer
protection associations, and contextualize written information
with the product and their personal values. They also look
critically at the organic agrofood chain in relation to social and
ethical issues, and are open to social engagements. Those
consumers are open to instruments such as MCATs that allow
them to systematically structure their decision-making process,
and to rethink how to make purchasing choices.
The notion of self-reflectivity
Many discussions use an understanding of reflexivity in a
comprehensive sense, while some apply the term self-reflexivity.
Being self-reflective is about our bias—i.e., the blind spot in our
thinking (Scott 2004), and the “methodological efforts to root out
sources of bias” (Lynch 2000:34). Thus, it is a kind of
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metareflection, a self-criticism (Lynch 2000:30), deepening
human experiences (Freshwater and Rolfe 2001:529–530), and
reflecting upon our reflection (Scott 2004). This is what Lipp
(2007) calls emancipation (knowing why). It is a systemic
reflexivity that has its home in reflexive modernization (Beck et
al. 2003, Voß and Kemp 2006:28). The reflexive self, as a product
of late modernity, focuses on self-improvement and is skeptical
about expert knowledge (Lupton 1997).
Self-reflexivity[1] (c.f. Tomm 1987:76) “refers to behavior in which
an individual confronts himself in responding to some object and
makes an inference about himself as an active self on the basis of
that confrontation” (Mead 1934). Self-reflexivity is about
reflecting upon my personal acting, and asking if I am fulfilling
my personal ethical principles. This entails being critical of the
way the self, rather than the environment, is acting. This type of
reflexivity represents a constructivist perspective, stating “that we
are constantly constructing meaning and social realities as we
interact with others and talk about our experience” (Cunliffe
2003:985), a standpoint that is in line with radical reflexivity,
questioning any objectification of knowledge (Lynch 2000:36).
The implications of reflexivity itself (what we call self-reflectivity)
were outlined by Freshwater and Rolfe (2001): a deeper level of
reflection on reflection (type I); taking into account the sociopolitical context (type II); and reflection—in action (type III).
Each of these types provides uncertain knowledge (Cunliffe 2003)
based partly on lived experiences rather than objective knowledge
(Moldaschl 2010:17). The difference is that the individual’s lived
experiences are contextualized (Ibid:17). Consequently, this
experienced-based knowledge invites us to improve knowledge
through practice (Ibid:18). Obviously, this concept of reflexivity
entails a broader range of characteristics. However, all cited
authors agree that the main characteristic is that of deep
reflection.
This understanding of reflexivity is congruent with the informed
and engaged consumer trust type 3. A MCAT might support such
deep reflection processes; however, it could also be of little
relevance because a self-reflectivity decision to purchase organic
is already done irreversibly (e.g., consumer type 3). It could inspire
the self-reflective process, but these consumers—from their
holistic perspective and where reflexivity is built on trust by
communicating with people—gain their positions primarily
directly by interacting with people in the discourse about organic.
Moreover, as independent and socio-political motivated
consumers, their individual benchmarks are beyond what any
MCAT could offer them. A MCAT from their standpoint is more
a bureaucratic and static instrument, and not discoursive or
flexible enough to respond to the complexity of daily social
challenges.
Reflexivity from an ethical and systems perspective
Being reflexive means applying strategies and techniques that help
us question “our own attitudes, thought processes, values,
assumptions, prejudices and habitual actions, to strive to
understand our complex roles in relation to others” (Bolton
2010:13). This encourages a deeper study and contextualization
of the relevance of organic ethical (values) and systems (processes
and actions) dimensions in which the consumer is digging for
trust.

Awareness of the complexity of ethics in the organic context is
raised with the application of systems thinking. Specifically, Alrøe
and Kristensen (2003) argued for the foundation of a systemic
ethic in organic agriculture. A MCAT appears to be an instrument
for initiating reflective processes. It allows the contextualization
of ethical attitudes, as well as a systematic description and analysis
of many technological, ecological, or economic characteristics of
specific product agrofood chains. In the following, we introduce
ethical and systems concepts as part of reflexivity and triangulate
them with our consumer types and the role of MCATs.
Ethics within concepts of reflexivity
Here we look at organic ethics that are codified in the
International Federation of Organic Agriculture Movements
(IFOAM) Principles (IFOAM 2009) (Table 2) and which serve as
an ethical guide for organic practice (Browne et al. 2000, Lund
and Röcklinsberg 2001, Hatanaka et al. 2005). The IFOAM
Principles offer a set of mainly eco-centric and holistic ethical
positions to guide the development of the organic agriculture
movement (Vos 2000, Lund and Röcklinsberg 2001, Alrøe and
Kristensen 2002). According to these principles, humans are part
of nature and are responsible for the effect of their actions on all
living things (Kaltoft 1999, Cohen et al. 2007). The principles
provide a precautionary ethical framework for considering
responsibility for future generations as well as for partners in the
organic agrofood chain as part of current decision-making
processes (c.f. Ulrich 1970, Ulrich and Probst 2001).
Table 2. International Federation of Organic Agriculture
Movements Principles (Source: Luttikholt 2007).

Principle of Health: Organic agriculture should sustain and
enhance the health of soils, plants, animals, humans, and the
planet as one and indivisible.
Principle of Ecology: Organic agriculture should be based on
living ecological systems and cycles, and should work with them,
emulate them, and help sustain them.
Principle of Fairness: Organic agriculture should build on
relationships that ensure fairness with regard to the common
environment and life opportunities.
Principle of Care: Organic agriculture should be managed in a
precautionary and responsible manner to protect the health and
well-being of current and future generations and the environment.

The IFOAM ethical principles serve as an orientation for organic
practitioners but not as rules that they are obliged to follow. The
IFOAM Principles are barely visible in the marketing of products,
and as a result, the extent to which organic consumers know about
them is questionable (Lea and Worsley 2005, Yiridoe et al. 2005).
Based on this, we assume that organic consumers apply diverse
ethical approaches which are expressed in the consumer trust
types. Uninformed and unreflective consumers apply a
hedonistic, materialistic-oriented ethic in relation to the
purchasing of organic products (McEachern and McClean 2002,
Meeusen et al. 2003, Aertsens et al. 2009). They are not
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particularly interested in organic or the wider impacts of organic
production beyond the product, and do not feel responsible for
the impact of their purchasing behavior. They focus mainly on
their own health or other personal interests. We are aware that
this classification must be applied with care because a lack of
interest does not exclude the existence of a broader value set
(Lockie 2009). Therefore, this attitude could also represent a
pragmatic and practically founded attitude. From that
perspective, those consumers would not ask for a MCAT because
there is no need for further ethical justification of their purchase.
The informed and reflective organic consumer represents an
anthropocentric position which is interested mainly in whether
the organic product meets production or technical environmental
standards or values such as animal welfare and fair labor
conditions (Browne et al. 2000, Lyon 2006). These consumers are
predestinated to structure their ethical decision-making process
with support of a MCAT. A checklist—e.g., ethical matrix—
would support their demand for a decision-making process that
is in line with their ethical standpoints. Even IFOAM Principles
could be seen as a MCAT; however, ethics cannot be an object of
a checklist that is to be fulfilled, similar to a law.
The informed and engaged, as well as self-reflective consumer,
stands for an eco-centric and a holistic-oriented ethic (Hjelmar
2011). Eco-centrism means that only ecosystems as a whole can
claim moral rights (Schlüns and Voget 2008), whereas holism
means that all living and nonliving natural phenomena have a
moral right to exist. Both ethics involve fundamental
compatibility with the whole organic agrofood chain (Verhoog et
al. 2003). On the one hand, this ethical perspective needs
instruments to deal with such a complex approach. On the other
hand, consumers fear losing the holistic ethical perspective when
applying MCATs because those tools always represent a
compromise between different stakeholders that are responsible
for developing the tool. This critical position is also because
MCATs are perceived as a confinement in their self-reflective
process.
Systems thinking within concepts of reflexivity
The organic approach is often studied and reflected within a
systems perspective (Hansen et al. 2000, 2001, Bàrberi 2002,
Pacini et al. 2004, Noe and Alrøe 2012). In this section, we look
at types of systems thinking within concepts of reflexivity with
respect to organic agrofood chains (e.g., Guthman 2002). We
argue that reflexivity requires systemic organization that brings
together different sources of knowledge (Lynch 2000:27, Voß and
Kemp 2006:9).
Systems thinking is an umbrella term for a wide range of
intellectual traditions (Ackoff 1994:175ff). Three types of systems
thinking characterize concepts of reflexivity and provide us with
different ways to build trust in the organic agrofood chain: the
socio-technical, the social constructivist, and the system
dynamics. These three types are described in order to answer the
question about how they contribute to better understanding our
consumer trust types. Second, we ask if MCATs have any
relationship with these different system perspectives.
Socio-technical systems thinking is defined through system
elements, subsystems, hierarchies, functions, and flows between
the various elements (Von Bertalanffy 1950), and makes a

distinction between the system and its environment (Ropohl 1982,
Ropohl 1999). Ethical perspectives are included in socio-technical
systems thinking through professional ethics and mandatory
codices of professions (Lenk and Ropohl 1987, Capurro 1993,
Ropohl 1996). The socio-technical systems perspective provides
a way of understanding how an organic agrofood chain is
constructed and how parts relate to each other. It helps in
understanding complex control and certification measures and
stimulates the development of alternative modes of control, and
with that, of trust. MCATs obviously can support this type of
thinking and better understanding of the organic approach, and
therefore strengthen trust. This will specifically meet the needs of
the reflective consumer, while the unreflective would dread the
efforts.
The social constructivist tradition focuses on communication and
construction of meaning within a system and between the system
and its environment (i.e., structural coupling) (Luhmann 1993).
Meaning is reproduced mainly through internal communication
and less through communication with its environment (Luhmann
1986, Leydesdorff 2000). Communication in organic agrofood
chains, explaining their particularity and distinction from the
nonorganic chains, has been well documented (Padel 2001,
Jacobson et al. 2003, Demiryurek 2010). In particular,
communication in the organic system, in the meaning of Niklas
Luhmann, was investigated by Hugo Alrøe and Egon Noe (Alrøe
2000, Noe and Alrøe 2003, 2006, Alrøe and Noe 2008). Here,
instead of action, communication is the central element of social
systems that delivers meaning, and in our understanding, invites
to trust (Giffin 1967). We use communication to interpret the role
of MCATs from a social constructivist perspective in two
opposing ways. First, a MCAT could help structure
communication processes and meaning in the organic system,
which finally would help increase trust in market partners and
organic products, or as Kastberg (2012) introduced with Sci-Tech
communication, as transmission aimed at informing the public.
Second, the role of MCATs is of limited relevance because criteria
lists do not create trust, but communication and close
relationships among people—i.e., farmers and consumers—are
required. While the first interpretation guides us toward the
reflective consumer, the latter is the basis for the self-reflective
consumer who would refuse MCATs.
System dynamics seek to describe and comprehend complexity,
nonlinearity, feedback mechanisms (Forrester 1994:245), and
systemic interconnections (Voß and Kemp 2006:9). The focus is
particularly on the drivers of change, which are characterized by
steering and regulating (Milling 1984:4, Forrester 1994). In the
organic agrofood chain, system dynamics could help identify
feedback mechanisms between production, economy, market,
and socio-cultural issues. However, a scientific application of the
system dynamics perspective to organic agrofood chains does not
currently exist and is an underinvestigated issue in food systems
research (Fritz and Schiefer 2008). Applying steering and
regulating mechanisms to influence the organic system implies a
system target condition, such as that provided by the IFOAM
ethical principles (c.f. Ulrich 1970:120, Ulrich and Probst
1991:78ff). Also, system dynamics allow a deeper understanding
of the organic agrofood chain, opening the perspective on the
high complexity of the organic system. In this case, MCATs can
help to better overlook the complex steering and regulating
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mechanisms of the organic system and therefore strengthen trust
in organic products. This perspective invites first of all the
reflective consumers who always ask for deep understanding of
the organic system. It is also of interest to the self-reflective
consumer to better understand how to move towards an agrofood
system that is localized and independent. But as mentioned, this
consumer type prefers its independence from any predefined list
of criteria.
THE ROLE OF GOVERNANCE AND LEARNING TYPES
Thus far we have discussed different types of organic consumer
trust and their relationship to concepts of reflexivity and ethics.
We have gained insights into individual attitudes and mindsets
about how MCATs might be of relevance and would fit in
consumers’ way of trusting organic products. Looking at the
broader social environment of an individual, it is important to
ask how trust and reflexivity are a product of societal structures,
and how they may initiate societal change. Again, we refer to the
MCAT and its role in a governance and learning context.
We extend our analysis to examine how reflexive practices and
related consumer trust types help us understand contemporary
programs and policy dilemmas in organic. A socio-political
attitude is expressed in the way in which a person reflects and sets
their priorities and related practices in which they engage. This
attitude and these activities, expressed in a certain mode of
governance, must be considered as having an impact on sociopolitical and social developments (Lynch 2000:27). In organic
agrofood systems, labels and control and certification systems are
commonly used to govern (c.f. Bulkeley 2005:175). These
governmental policies and procedures, the IFOAM Norms, and
modifications from private organizations are used to determine
trustworthiness.
The largely passive, uninformed, and unreflective consumer often
does not know about these policies. This consumer does not
question or challenge governmental policy. Under these
conditions, accountability substitutes for responsibility; legal
compliance mechanisms that are oriented toward control take
precedence over additional ethical reflection (Arjoon 2005:11).
This consumer is minimalistic concerning the time invested in
detailed background information about organic. Consequently,
the unreflective consumer is neither organized nor interested in
collaborative consumer activities. In addition, this consumer does
not demand any MCAT, thereby allowing more governance.
The reflective consumer takes a critical stance on governmental
and large-scale corporate market activities in the context of the
conventional (in contrast to participatory guarantee systems)
organic control and certification system. The given political and
juridical framework is accepted but in contrast to the unreflective
consumer with a rather critical ethical perspective; e.g., on social
justice. If a MCAT entails any components that are supportive
to critically prove personal organic food chains governance
qualities, those consumers would welcome such instruments and
would help them assess whether they can trust in the organic
system. The reflective and informed consumer contributes to
creating public opinion but does not directly initiate fundamental
change. These organic consumers could be organized in networks
acting together but not with the aim of creating structures beyond
the given organic market systems.

Self-reflexive consumers claim independence from government or
other powerful societal or corporate institutions, and are sensitive
to power relations. They initiate not only a dialogue between
different stakeholders and interests but often put social
innovations at the center of their activities, thus creating social
innovation networks (Stirling 2006). This consumer integrates
comprehensive systemic knowledge and an ethical perspective,
thereby strengthening the trust of stakeholders who participate
in the formation of own structures, processes, and rules in social
networks (Kooiman and van Vliet 1993:64). This takes place
through negotiation, collaborative efforts, and participatory
approaches (Folke et al. 2005). MCATs might play a role so far
as stakeholders develop their own MCAT, while they do not
accept any predefined criteria list. Instead, a MCAT is an outcome
of negotiating between different stakeholder groups, which can
become the basis for a “memorandum of understanding,” not
only how to produce or how to fix prices but also for
communicating or resolving conflicts between different parties.
Alternative control and certification systems—e.g., the
participatory guarantee system (Källander 2008) or participatory
group certification (Nelson et al. 2010)—provide the framework
for self-governing the agrofood system, including all stakeholders
along the whole chain (Le Heron 2003, Renard 2005).
Finally, it is important to discuss briefly how we learn to be
reflexive and how we can position MCATs. How we reflect is about
how we produce knowledge (Kobayashi 2003) and is a
precondition for encouraging the consumer to trust via one of
these consumer trust types. A well-known model that describes
different learning types is “loop” learning (Greenwood 1998). We
distinguish between three loop learning processes (Argyris and
Schön 1974, Romme and Van Witteloostuijn 1999) and relate
them to the concepts of reflexivity and the consumer trust types.
The unreflective consumer engages in a learning process that can
be described as the linear single loop learning approach, where
values are already accepted (White et al. 2006:13). It involves
“learning something,” but not specifically reflecting upon what
and how is learned. For organic consumers, for example, there is
a “knowing that” a label represents organic products, but our
unreflective and uninformed consumer trust type does not
question what is behind such a label. A MCAT, however, could
invite the consumer to become more reflective. Those consumers
might be open to engage if there is any animate format that
conveys to them any added value if they link with a MCAT, which
would allow a starting point for any learning process of the
broader meaning beyond organic products.
Reflectivity can be described as double loop learning (Argyris
1976) in which actors rethink their goals and modify their applied
methods by asking, “Are we doing the right things?” Double loop
learning is seen as a tool of initiating transformative learning
processes (White et al. 2006:18) in which people are sensitive to
external “triggers” and gradually change their views on the world
and themselves (Synnott 2013). The reflective consumer is well
informed and refers to technical knowledge, and primarily
“knows how” and where they get access to knowledge. This
learning approach defines the informed consumer: open to
instruments like MCATs that guide a critically reflective
perspective on the conditions under which products are produced,
processed, and sold, and that follows the overall idea of the
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organic approach presented by the IFOAM Principles. In this
context, MCATs could also help as an orientation in the discourse
on the further development of organic standards.

governance, and modes of learning; therefore, they will have
different relevance.

Self-reflectivity is represented by triple loop learning approaches
(Romme and Van Witteloostuijn 1999). It involves learning how
to learn or contextualize cybernetic loop learning (Lynch
2000:27), and is guided by the ethical question: How do we decide
what is right? The self-reflective consumer wants to “know why”
in a holistic sense. The self-reflective consumer combines practice
with technical and practical knowledge. Triple loop learning also
includes experimental learning that can be both an individual
activity and a social learning process (Wildemeersch et al. 1998).
The power, responsibility, and creativity of external or internal
partners in participatory systems play a vital role in this learning
process. Clearly, the informed and engaged consumer trust type
is a triple loop learner. From that perspective, any MCAT could
contribute to reflection on the organic approach. However, actors’
expectations of such an instrument are high, and in their
understanding of learning that is based on self-reflective
processes, it will play, in maximum, not more than one input
between others to find out their way of acting.

Table 3. Defining the continuum of reflexivity within the context
of organic consumer trust types.

Climbing up the ladder of reflexivity is challenging. Reflexivity
is not something that can be planned and arranged by external
forces. As with ethics, it requires an individual capacity, often
resulting from social interaction (Piaget 1965). Both reflexivity
and ethics require individual initiative, learning processes, and
individual responsibility (c.f. Schmid 2010). Cunliffe (2003:985)
describes his personal process of approaching reflexive practices
as “I’m undermining my own position by privileging a particular
(reflexive) ontology and epistemology.” This is, of course, a
challenge to most people, and might reduce motivation for
reflective practices.
CONCLUSIONS AND NEXT STEPS
We applied the concept of reflexivity to help understand how
consumers build and shape trust in the organic agrofood chain.
Furthermore, we reflected on what role MCATs might play for
different consumer types and their type of reflexive processes.
Based on a literature review, we conceptualized three consumer
trust types in which each comprises three variants (subtypes)
based on particular characteristics of trust and knowledge
generation. The literature on reflexivity was reviewed and three
concepts of reflexivity were defined and related to our three
consumer trust types. To deepen the concept of reflexivity, we
specifically looked at the significance of ethics and systems
thinking in the organic agrofood chain (Table 3). Governance was
introduced to help explain consumer trust and the socio-political
dimension of reflexivity. Finally, loop learning approaches were
discussed in order to illustrate how reflexivity is motivated and
practiced.
Consequently, we can distinguish three consumer trust types that
are built on concepts of reflexivity, modes of governance, and
learning approaches. Together, trust, reflexivity, and governance
and learning approaches create a logical relationship.
Combinations of characteristics from different types (mixed
characteristics) or hybrids are possible. However, in general, each
consumer trust type represents a characteristic and consistent
structure. We think that MCATs are of importance; however, their
use varies by consumer type, their reflexivity, understanding of

Paradigm

Cognitive
concepts

Concept of
responsibility

Regulative
strategies

Linear
thinking

Independent
norms, rules,
laws

Hierarchical,
corporate

Systemic
thinking

Ethics, systems
learning and
thinking,
governance

Delegated to an
institution,
externalized, top
down
Shared by the
owners,
internalized,
bottom up

Heterarchical,
collaborative

We are aware that the trust characteristics applied are not
exhaustive. In further developing this typology, we recommend
integrating emotions and empathy to explore how they affect trust
of organic products (Verhoef 2005, Aertsens et al. 2009, Briz and
Ward 2009, Mondelaers et al. 2009). Thus far, we have addressed
this issue only indirectly with respect to the role of face-to-face
communication or advertising via labels. MCATs can be seen in
this context as a step forward to make organic more transparent,
and to learn about the systemic and complex character of organic.
MCATs are also specifically of interest in situations where
consumers doubt, to help them differentiate if their doubts are
eligible or not. Others might criticize MCATs as another
instrument that bureaucratizes organic and are nothing more than
top-down paperwork. Currently, our analysis comes to the
conclusion that MCATs fit into the system of the reflective
consumer. From an educational and ethical point of view, it might
be an interesting question how unreflective or nonorganic
consumers could be attracted by an organic MCAT. Following
Niklas Luhmanns’ understanding of systems self-reproduction,
to influence systems—i.e., the purchasing habits of a nonorganic
or unreflective organic consumer, making them aware and open
to organic by using MCATs—is challenging and only possible,
for example, through structural coupling (Luhmann 2011:6). A
hypothesis could be that the reflective nonorganic consumer
might be more open to MCATs than the unreflective organic.
Finally, empirical studies would be required to examine the
applicability of our typology and our reflections about MCATs
in practice.

Responses to this article can be read online at:
http://www.ecologyandsociety.org/issues/responses.
php/6793
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