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Abstract

This research aims to enhance understanding of the factors influencing breakfast cereal purchasing decisions
among Portuguese consumers, particularly focusing on packaging relevance and sustainability. A field study was
conducted using quantitative, descriptive methods, involving breakfast cereal consumers in Portugal. Data were
collected through an electronic questionnaire, yielding 335 responses.

The findings provide insights into the factors that brands should consider in their marketing strategies regarding
breakfast cereal purchase decisions. The study confirmed five out of thirteen research hypotheses, with three
others partially confirmed. Key factors identified by consumers include flavor, experience, taste, packaging, food
label, price, promotional strategy, communication, and sustainable packaging.

This research contributes to existing literature by focusing on breakfast cereals, a product familiar to consumers
across various age groups, and highlights the continuous updates in recipes, packaging, sustainability, and
communication strategies. It offers a comprehensive analysis of the factors driving consumer decisions in a
product category that has significantly evolved, shedding light on what motivates consumers to prefer one
product over another. This study also provides valuable insights for brands looking to optimize their marketing
strategies in the breakfast cereal market.

Keywords: Breakfast Cereals; Consumer; Purchasing Decision Process; Sustainable Packaging.

Resumo

Esta investigacdo tem como objetivo melhorar a compreensao dos factores que influenciam as decisdes de
compra de cereais matinais entre os consumidores portugueses, com especial incidéncia na relevancia e
sustentabilidade das embalagens. Foi realizado um estudo de campo, com recurso a métodos quantitativos e
descritivos, envolvendo consumidores destes cereais em Portugal. Os dados foram recolhidos através de um
guestionario electrénico, tendo sido obtidas 335 respostas.

Os resultados fornecem informacdes sobre os factores que as marcas devem considerar nas suas estratégias de
marketing relativamente as decisdes de compra destes cereais. O estudo confirmou cinco das treze hipdteses de
investigacdo, tendo outras trés sido parcialmente confirmadas. Os principais factores identificados pelos
consumidores incluem o sabor, a experiéncia, o gosto, a embalagem, o rétulo alimentar, o preco, a estratégia
promocional, a comunica¢do e a embalagem sustentavel.

Esta investigagdo contribui para a literatura existente ao centrar-se nestes cereais, um produto familiar para os
consumidores de varias faixas etdrias, e destaca as actualizagbes continuas nas receitas, embalagens,
sustentabilidade e estratégias de comunica¢do. Oferece uma analise abrangente dos factores que impulsionam
as decisGes dos consumidores numa categoria de produtos que evoluiu significativamente, langcando luz sobre o
gue motiva os consumidores a preferirem um produto a outro. Este estudo também fornece informacGes valiosas
para as marcas que procuram otimizar as suas estratégias de marketing no mercado dos cereais matinais.
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1. Introduction

Breakfast cereals are a processed food, usually served with milk (hot or cold), commonly consumed as the first
meal of the day. Breakfast is an important part of a healthy lifestyle, which can bring nutritional, psychological,
and even social benefits (Smith, 1998; Mielgo-Ayuso et al., 2017; Williams, 2014). Mainly made from corn, wheat,
oats, or rice with a wide variety of flavors and textures available on the market, new segments of breakfast
cereals have been added in recent years: “muesli” or granola.

In this research, the ready-to-eat cereals, which do not require cooking and are ready-to-eat (Kapoor et. al., 2020)
will be addressed. As the name implies, breakfast cereals are a common choice for the first meal of the day in
many countries because they are adapted to the routines of today’s consumers, as it does not require prior
preparation and are considered as practical and functional breakfast cereals option regardless of age group
(Krejcova et al., 2012). The convenience and practicality in the preparation of breakfast cereals was the great
driver of this product in the routine of all consumers.

Although this is a product aimed at all age groups, the breakfast cereal aisle has shelf space mostly occupied by
cereals for children, pre-teens, and teenagers, between 5 and 19 years old. It is for this reason that this area of
the supermarket has most of its packaging with cartoon-like characters and other visually appealing features for
younger consumers (Form, 2009; Page et al., 2008).

On the supply side there is a reinvention of markets: the intensification of competition, with new products,
pressured brands to adopt new strategies improving the distinctive characteristics of their offer in order to
captivate the consumer’s attention and win their purchase decision, including focus such as packaging
improvements (Benachenhou et al., 2018). Once with the sole function of protecting the product, the packaging
currently has the key role of communicating the content — through the food label — and the brand, with key
messages about it, guaranteeing the safety of the product, but at the same time the consumer’s attention (Asri
et al., 2020). Thus, this research is based on the following starting question What are the factors that influence
the consumer in the decision to purchase breakfast cereals?, where the aim is to access whether attributes such
as brand trust, opinion of family and friends, brand, communication, price, and promotional strategy, flavor,
convenience, packaging, label, and sustainability influence the purchase decision for this product.

2. Literature Review

2.1. Consumer Behavior

Between the initial purchase intentions to the final choice, an entire purchase decision process can be more or
less automatic, being always dependent on some variables that can culminate in the choice of one product over
another. Asri et al. (2020), concluded that intention refers to the consumer’s preference to purchase a product
or service, while the purchase decision results from a phased process, which results in a final choice. This process
requires cognitive and emotional involvement between product and consumer and consists, at first, of attracting
a product through attention (conscious or unconscious), followed by collecting information about the various
alternatives available (Krishna, 2017). Currently, the consumer has different options, physical and online, that
can make the actual moment of purchase more convenient. There is still a last stage, which consists of reflecting
on the advantages and disadvantages of the purchase made, and which can result in a repeat purchase (Alsswey
et al., 2020). This last moment corresponds to an introspection and evaluation of the expectation/response
regarding the purchased product.

The model in Figure 1 is one of the many examples of modeling the purchase decision process from the stimuli
(internal or external) to the purchase decisions of the consumer. In this approach to the purchase decision
process, it is crucial to consider attention, which occurs when the stimulus activates the consumer’s sensations.
The stimuli can result from physical characteristics of the product or service itself, or price and promotion,
induced by the environment (Hawkins & Mothersbaugh, 2016).
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The present research aims to evaluate the factors that influence the decision to purchase breakfast cereals,
considering aspects like advice of friends and family or previous experience with the brand, but also packaging
where the sustainability is winning relevance in the recent years and several other aspects like the product
marketing-mix and the impact of Covid-19 in the food buying decisions.

Figure 1: Adapted from Purchase Decision Process (Hawkins & Mothersbaugh, 2016).
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Source: Hawkins & Mothersbaugh (2016).

2.2. The Breakfast Cereals Marketing-Mix
Marketing tries to predict consumer needs, identify target markets, and determine optimal solutions to serve
each need. In this sense, the “marketing-mix” is the term that describes the choices of brands in the process of

introducing a product or service to the consumer and encompasses product, price, promotion, and placement,
the 4 P’s of Marketing (McCarthy, 1964).

2.2.1. (P)roduct — Product Characteristics

Currently, there is a wide variety of ready-to-eat breakfast cereals available on the market, from various
manufacturers and marketed by different distributors that can be grouped as chocolate cereals, bran cereals,
rice flakes and whole wheat, honey cereal, fiber flakes, corn flakes, corn flakes with no added sugar, sugar-filled
breakfast cereals. Over the last few years, new options have appeared, such as “muesli” oatmeal, also intended
for the first meal of the day and ready-to-eat (Fayet-Moore et al., 2017). Made with several kinds of cereals that
contain fiber, calcium, vitamins, and minerals essential for health. The daily dose of breakfast cereals
recommended by manufacturers and validated by doctors and nutritionists is 30 grams (six tablespoons) per
meal. However, the high sugar content present in some of the options can compromised the classification of this
product as a healthy food choice. Of the 50 cereals analyzed in the National Institute of Health report, the sugar
content was the responsible component for only nine of the breakfast cereal options classified as healthy (Matias
et al., 2020). Because the vast majority of the knowledge we acquire throughout life is obtained through the
senses, which are also the link with memory, brands must take advantage of the consumer’s sensitivity to the
flavor as a very important influencer of purchase choices. At the same time, flavor is one of the most important
aspects for defining the quality of a food product (Lindstrom, 2013).

Based on the literature review the first research hypothesis is formulated:

H1: Flavor influences the decision to purchase breakfast cereals.
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2.2.2. (P) product — Convenience (Easy to Prepare)

The actual consumer wants to reduce the time of purchase and consumption, being willing to pay more for
products that meet these requirements. Consumers are looking for convenience in consumption, through small
and transportable formats, and preparation, with quick preparation products (Deloitte, 2017). This trend gains
increasing relevance as the population ages and as “digital” generations ascend to consumer markets. Brands
have been adapting to this reality, with the launch of formats that are easy to transport, products that are quick
to prepare, among other ways of providing comfort and convenience to the consumer. When buying breakfast
ready-to-eat food, one of the main reasons that leads the consumer to purchase is the ease of preparation. For
breakfast cereal consumption, the consumer only has to add milk to a cup, so consumers value the speed of
preparation of this meal (Chaudhury, 2010).

Based on the literature review, the second research hypothesis is formulated:
H2: Convenience of use influences the decision to purchase breakfast cereals.

2.2.3. (P) product — Brand

The brand is much more than a name and a logo, and therefore it should be considered one of the influencing
factors for the purchase decision and entirely related to the product. Brands are powerful as they are the core of
the customer relationship. Unique brands are created from the differentiation of product attributes, but also
from the name, packaging, distribution strategies, communication, and advertising of the product or brand. The
strength of brands leads to consumer loyalty, sales success, and their resilience over time, with frequent
adaptations to the market (Aaker, 2014). A brand is the result of the relationship between the consumer and the
product, from which value derives. When the consumer purchases a certain product and the brand is
automatically associated, it means that the consumer has a strong connection with the brand and expects
something from it (Shahid et al., 2017). Based on this assumption, the power of the brand is pointed out as one
of the factors that influence consumer choice, transversal to all products (Mirabi et al., 2015). Brand loyalty
symbolizes the consumer’s connection to the brand and the number of times the consumer repeats the purchase
of a particular brand; on the other hand, the quality of the brand reflects the expectation that the brand causes
in the consumer, as an unreal perception created in the mind of the same (Shahid et al., 2017).

Based on the literature review, the third research hypothesis is formulated:
H3: Brand recognition influences the breakfast cereal purchase decision.

2.2.4. (P) product — Packaging

Breakfast cereals have two primary packaging: the bag that contains the cereal — traditionally made of plastic
— whose function is to protect and preserve the product, and the printed cardboard box, which informs the
consumer with key messages about the product brand, the food label, certifications, and environmental claims,
among other elements (Ankan, 2011). There are still brands that opt for plastic-only packaging, such as the most
recent granola options (a variety of breakfast cereals). The growth of distributor brands with similar packages
and products reduces the differentiation and forces manufacturer brands to develop new ways of attracting
consumers (Koutra et al., 2015). Sarkar and Aparna (2020) list all the functions that packaging must respond to
protect, resist, and facilitate while being the art of presenting a product, using appearance, color, design, and
shape to attract the consumer and lead him to purchase. Nowadays packaging is a mechanism of emotional and
physical attraction for the consumer, a promotional toll for adults and children that encourages them to choose
one certain product over another, the first true moment in the purchase decision (Stewart, 1995 and Alsswey et
al., 2020), playing an extremely important role at the point of sale to alleviate the pressure and confusion that
consumers are subjected to, clarifying the choice of the brand (Olalekan & Adewale, 2017; Waheed et al., 2018).
Some authors concluded that colors could evoke brands in the consumer mind (Silayoi & Speece, 2004; Singh,
2006; Ranjbarian et al., 2010). The successful use of the attractiveness, safety, and practicality of packaging
results in consumer attraction (Hurley et al., 2016). As a marketing strategy, packaging uses design elements to
reflect product quality and characteristics (Form, 2009; Chind & Sahachaisaeree, 2012) with research concluding
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that consumers with a healthier lifestyle relating the color green with nutritionally more interesting products
(Benachenhou et al., 2018; Lamb et al., 2011). Sarkar and Aparna (2020) considered the functions that packaging
must respond, to protect, resist and facilitate while Zhang (2013) considered that packaging must have visibility,
marketing communication, differentiation, messages, consumption and sustainability. Brands choose to build
differentiating packaging, which is easily identified on the shelf using the most relevant design elements to make
it attractive and easy to use (Waheed et al., 2018; Asri et al., 2020). In general, packaging visuals such as graphics
and colors play a key role in choosing a product (Hurley et al., 2016).

In breakfast cereals, packaging takes on an even more relevant role were packaging positions itself as a “seller
on the shelf” (Silayoi & Speece, 2004; Hawkes, 2010), considering the obligations that must be complied with by
CEEREAL member companies regarding the responsible packaging practice, applied to breakfast cereals packed
in boxes (CEEREAL, 2016).

Based on the literature review presented above, the fourth research hypothesis can be formulated:
H4: The packaging and its elements influence the decision to purchase breakfast cereals.
i. Packaging sustainability

The packaging materials traditionally used are paper, cardboard, glass, metals, and plastic, with many variants
available to brands (Billeter et al., 2012; Raheem and Sarkar & Aparna, 2020) with some brands using their
packaging materials choices to reach environmentally concerned market segments (Lamb et al., 2011). Eco-
design emerged in the early 1990s and consisted of building more conscious packaging with the consumption of
sustainable materials offering a positive feeling to the consumer (Boks & Stevels, 2007). Whether through its
materials or label, packaging can influence consumer attitude and behavior, such as packaging recycling or reuse
without compromising the environment and human health, with circularity as a fundamental element to
guarantee the sustainability of the packaging (Jerzyk, 2016 and Pauer et al., 2019). Girlich et al. (2020) developed
a model with the three essential points (Figure 2) for packaging sustainability: protection of the product,
circularity, and environment.

Figure 2: Model for holistic packaging sustainability assessments (Gurlich et al., 2020).
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Source: Gurlich et al. (2020).
Based on the literature review, the fifth research hypothesis is formulated:

H5: Sustainable packaging influences the decision to purchase breakfast cereals.

85


https://revistas.ponteditora.org/index.php/naus/index
https://ponteditora.org/
https://revistas.ponteditora.org/index.php/naus/index

Revista Luséfona de Estudos Culturais e Comunicacionais (Volume 7, Nimero 1) N

ii. Label

The label can be presented in two different ways: persuasive, when it focuses on a promotional theme, or
informative when the objective is only to inform the consumer about the content of the product or how to use
it. “New Formula” or “New” are some of the labeling strategies used by brands when the goal is to persuade
(Lamb et al., 2011). Recently labels tried to deconstruct the nutritional information on the label and promote
healthier and more conscious choices, through the provision of more intuitive icons to account for the minutes
required to practice physical exercise to burn the calories corresponding to the product. This type of labeling is
called PACE — Physical Activity Calorie Equivalent — and it is considered more efficient than any other since it is
more easily interpreted by the consumer when selecting and purchasing the product (Daley et al., 2019). The
food label is demanding and obeys specific rules, as a way of informing the consumer although there is no specific
regulation on the model to be used. Some manufacturers opt for the Nutritional Traffic Light system?, developed
by the Food Standards Agency (FSA) (Figure 3), others opt for the Nutri-Score? (Figure 4), that has been
recommended by the European Commission and the World Health Organization.

Figure 3: Nutrition labeling system adopted by FSA.

Each serving (150g) contains

of an adult’s reference intake
Typical values (as sold) per 100g: 697kJ/ 167kcal

Source: Food Standards Agency (https://www.food.gov.uk/safety-hygiene/check-the-label).

Figure 4: Nutrition labeling systems adopted in EU countries.
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Source: Tate&Lyle (https://www.tateandlyle.com/news/what-nutri-score-and-why-should-food-and-drink-

manufacturers-work-towards-better-ratings)

1 Nutritional Traffic Light System consists of analyzing the four nutrients (lipids, saturated fatty acids, sugars and salt), by
comparing them with the nutritional criteria established by this system, by assigning one of the three traffic lights colors
(green, yellow and red) to each of the nutrients.

2 Used on a voluntary basis in France, Belgium, Spain, Germany and the Netherlands, the Nutri-Score assesses the nutritional
quality of foods (with the exception of alcoholic beverages), using the scoring scale defined by the FSA, and classifying the
feed in one of five categories, each associated with a color and a letter (Matias et al., 2020).
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The two classification and labeling systems make it possible to assess the nutritional quality of food in a quick
and accessible way, facilitating consumer understanding at the point of sale (Matias et al., 2020).

Considering the effective importance that the label assumes in the choice of a product, some authors agree that
the information present on the label is very important for the consumer (Lamb et al., 2011), while others argue
that in low-involvement products (food, for example), the choice and final purchase is made without carefully
examining the information on the label (Ranjbarian et al., 2010).

Based on the literature review, the sixth research hypotheses can be formulated:
Hé6: The food label influences the decision to purchase breakfast cereals.

2.2.5. (P) Price

In the food category or in products for routine and consecutive consumption, consumers consider reference
prices for certain products and brands, so they are easily perceived as cheap or expensive. Consumer reactions
to price are profoundly heterogeneous, may function as an indicator of quality or corresponding to the financial
sacrifice necessary to purchase the product (Jaeger, 2006). Chiang and Jang (2007) and Putra et al. (2017)
concluded that the price of the product positively affects the perception of quality and value that the consumer
has about a particular product or service so that, for the consumer, it is not relevant to pay more for a product,
if it presents greater performance, durability, among other qualitative characteristics. In food products,
consumers aware of the importance of food for health are less sensitive to price, choosing to purchase more
expensive food if the value justifies the quality of it (Ares et al., 2010).

Based on the literature review, the seventh research hypothesis is formulated:
H7: Price influences the decision to purchase breakfast cereals.
i Promotional strategy: price promotion

Entirely related to price is the promotional strategy with sales promotions as a trigger for attracting customers
and, consequently, notoriety and advantage over competitors, even if some research showed that there is little
evidence on the real impact of promotions on increasing sales and traffic in stores (Gauri et al., 2017). Bhatti
(2018) describes promotion as a way to obtain the same product at a lower price with the aim of increasing sales,
but according to its analysis, the promotional strategy has a negligible effect on the consumer’s purchase
decision. Promotional strategies can be perceived by consumers as a less qualitative product, when they realize
the discrepancy between the reference price and the promotional price and tend to adjust the reference price
of the product being promoted, decreasing it. This mechanism leads to greater price sensitivity and lower
willingness to pay (Bambauer-Sachse & Massera, 2016).

Based on the literature review mentioned above, the eighth research hypothesis is formulated:
H8: Promotional strategies influence the breakfast cereal purchase decision.
ii. Promotional strategy: giveaways, offers, and sweepstakes

According to Brito (2012), there are four sets of promotional techniques, namely: sales promotions associated
with price (mentioned above), promotional events, the addition of a free product (e.g.: “x% of free product) and
customer loyalty programs. Can take different formats, with different objectives. The gifts consist of the offer of
a prize resulting from the purchase of a certain product, which may be inside (in pack offer) or outside (on pack)
of the packaging, with the aim of encouraging the purchase. The offer of free samples allows introducing a new
product in the market and generating experimentation, being normally associated with new products (Lindon et
al., 2004). Finally, contests, games, and sweepstakes, in turn, are presented as incentives for repeated purchases
since participation implies the product purchase by the consumer (Belch & Belch, 2014). Samples offer the
consumer the opportunity to try the product for free and increase the probability that the consumer will become
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a customer of the brand. Sweepstakes/contests is a sales promotion that involves the acquisition of a brand or
product combined with the expectation of receiving a prize that is randomly drawn after purchase (Brito, 2012).

Based on the bibliographic review presented, the ninth research hypothesis is formulated:
H9: Gifts, offers, and contests influence the decision to purchase breakfast cereals.

2.3. Communication and Experience

2.3.1. Communication

The perception of a brand depends on its communication with consumers, with this communication nowadays
made through traditional media advertising (press, radio, outdoors, TV), social networks, influencer marketing,
website, among others (Koutra et al., 2015; Mirabi et al., 2015; Shahid et al., 2017). The “Word of Mouth”
become the e-word of mouth, crucial for consumers to be able to collect and share information about a particular
product (Voramontri & Klieb, 2019).

Influencers have also started to have great influence in the consumer’s purchase decision being crucial that
digital influencers establish a strong and close relationship with their community (Folkvord et al., 2020).

When addressing the communication of food products, the food industry uses different platforms to promote its
products and essentially uses television to do so, considering the target audience, adapting the techniques,
leading to seduction and consumption (Ribeiro & Mesquita, 2019). When products are aimed at children, brands
opt for advertising with songs and the presentation of a utopian world mainly through cartoons and for adults,
through association with public figures, with both kinds of advertising as an effective way to gain consumer
loyalty (Chaudhury, 2010; Ribeiro & Mesquita, 2019).

Based on the literature review, the tenth research hypothesis is formulated:

H10: Communication influences the decision to purchase breakfast cereals, in its different aspects: advertising,
social networks, and influencer marketing.

2.3.2. Previous Consumption Experience of the Product

Trust in the brand or product is one of the determining factors for the purchase decision because a consumer
who believes and trusts the brand is willing to remain loyal, to pay a higher price for the brand, according to the
expectations it can provide (Chaudhuri & Holbrook, 2001). Gagi¢ et al. (2013) concluded that consumer
expectations in a brand can also play a dangerous role when not met, since negative feelings can be created
about the entire experience while a trustworthy brand is one that keeps its promises of value to the consumer
evenin less favorable or crisis times. Salleh et al. (2013) argue that consumer behavior is tested through the path
between satisfaction and loyalty, and satisfaction directly influences brand loyalty and trust. Yang (2017)
considered that consumer satisfaction only happens when the expectations are matched by product
performance.

Some authors suggest that the choice of breakfast cereals when consumers have a positive first experience with
a particular product, they pass to consider that option as viable, disregarding the remaining options available on
the market (Chaudhury, 2010). Mowen & Minor (2005) in their research about coffee in capsules, they concluded
thatindividuals who have already tried coffee in capsules have a positive or negative attitude (emotions) towards
the machine, influencing their next purchase.

Based on the literature review, the eleventh research hypothesis is formulated:

H11: Confidence in the product through the evaluation of earlier consumption experience influences the decision
to purchase breakfast cereals.
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2.3.2. Advice from Family and Friends and Other Consumers’ Feedback

Word of Mouth (WoM) is an oral, interpersonal communication between a communicator and a receiver, where
information is an unpaid opinion about a particular product, service, or brand, an informal communication
between consumers, with a strong influence on consumer decisions (Arndt, 1967; Litvin et al., 2008). Nowadays
social networks play a leading role in bringing consumers together, sharing and collecting information, thus also
facilitating the approximation and commitment between brands and consumers making the relationship
between communicator and receiver, once familiar, as a social relationship were is possible for the communicator
to influence the behavior of their peers (Daugherty & Hoffman, 2014). Although with animportant and influential
role for consumers, the trust placed in online information and e-WoM is different from what they had in the
traditional WoM since the opinion is often anonymous, except in situation were there exists trust in other
opinions, like if they came from family and friends (Reimer & Benkenstein, 2016).

Based on the literature review, the twelfth research hypothesis is formulated:

H12: Opinions from family and friends and other consumers’ feedback influences the decision to purchase
breakfast cereals.

2.4. Covid-19 Pandemic

With the Covid-19 pandemic, as social distancing and the duty of home collection were imposed, the consumer
installed new purchasing and consumption habits. One of the most striking has to do with the use of digital
platforms for daily tasks, but also for shopping (Gregory, 2021). The consumer himself has changed, the result of
a routine that was changed and habits that were broken with the emergence of the pandemic, which disturbed
the consumption habits of consumers. Some consumers believe this change will have a post-COVID-19 impact
(Ling, 2020; Kumar & Abdin, 2020). Puttaiah et al. (2020) presented some of the main changes registered with
consumer buying behavior as prioritizing obtaining the maximum value for the money spent on a particular good;
the loss of loyalty to already known brands, through experimentation with new brands; local support, with the
appreciation of locally produced products and also through proximity channels, such as grocery stores.

Based on the literature review, the thirteenth research hypothesis is formulated:
H13: The Covid-19 pandemic influenced the decision process in breakfast cereals purchase.

2.5. Theoretical Model of Analysis

The literature review presents the different approaches on a given topic, identifying gaps in some of them, still
little explored by authors and researchers. The theoretical or conceptual framework is the design created based
on the bibliography collected, which allows the contextualization of the variables that constitute the hypotheses
formulated for the research (Oliveira & Ferreira, 2014).

The initial question guiding this research is: What factors influence consumers’ decisions to purchase breakfast
cereals? The theoretical framework outlined in this study enabled us to formulate several hypotheses. Figure 5
below lists the thirteen hypotheses that will be tested in section 4.
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Figure 5: Research hypotheses. Source: Adapted from the authors mentioned in the literature review.
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3. Research Methodology

In this research we aim to find out the impact of the factors that influence the consumer in the purchase decision

of breakfast cereals. The factors we will analyze are those previously identified. Thus, we defined three main

research objectives,

Describe the profile of the breakfast cereal consumer;
Identify the determining factors in the purchase of breakfast cereals;

Check how sociodemographic factors such as age, gender, household income, and educational
attainment influence breakfast cereal purchase behavior.

Considering these defined objectives, this research used a quantitative methodology that allows measuring and

qguantifying data, organizing and understanding large volumes of information, testing hypotheses and

generalizing, guaranteeing the reliability and precision of the results (Malhotra, 2006 and Kahneman, 2011).

3.1. Data Collection Instrument
Considering the hypotheses presented above, an online questionnaire survey was carried out. The questionnaire

was organized into seven parts, as follows:

Breakfast cereal consumption: this first section defines the profile of the consumer and purchaser of
breakfast cereals, frequency of consumption and purchase, and the mode of consumption.

Choice of breakfast cereals: the second part of the questionnaire assesses the possible changes in
breakfast cereal consumption in the last two years, as well as the factors that influence the decision to
purchase breakfast cereals, taking into account the variables described in the literature review: Previous
experience; Opinion of family and friends; Brand recognition; Flavor; Convenience; Packaging; Food
label; Price; Price promotion; Gifts, offers, and contests for children and adults; Packaging sustainability;
Communication.
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. Packaging and labeling: this section assesses the power of packaging and its elements, as well as the
food label, and the importance given to them when choosing and purchasing breakfast cereals.

V. Price, Brand, and Flavor: this set of questions addresses the Price, Brand, and Flavor factors in detail,
determining their impact when purchasing breakfast cereals;

V. Sustainability and Communication: assesses the importance of sustainable elements, as well as the
importance of Communication and its privileged channels for collecting information on breakfast
cereals.

VI. Pandemic: given the current scenario, a section was dedicated to the pandemic factor, assessing the
impact of COVID-19 on consumption habits and purchase of breakfast cereals.

VII. Sociodemographic data: at the end of the questionnaire, sociodemographic information is requested
from respondents in order to describe the sample surveyed.

The responses were expressed on a nominal and ordinal scale. To evaluate the opinions of the respondents and
their level of agreement/disagreement regarding a specific statement, a 5-point Likert scale was used (1. Strongly
disagree, 2. Disagree, 3. Neither agree nor disagree, 4. Agree, and 5. Strongly agree).

A pre-test was carried out with a sample of 10 individuals, both male, and female, aged between 21 and 30 years,
in order to verify the validity of the questions and the general understanding of the questionnaire. Based on the
feedback obtained, a change was made to the question “How do you usually consume breakfast cereals?” by
adding the option “Other”.

Table 1: Sample sociodemographic characterization.

Gender Frequency Percentage (%)
Female 292 87.2

Male 43 12.8

Age Frequency Percentage (%)
Between 21 and 30 years old 155 46.3

Between 31 and 40 years 61 18.2

Between 41 and 50 years old 59 17.6

51 years or older 41 12.2

up to 20 years 19 5.7

Academic Studies Frequency Percentage (%)
Graduation 174 51.9

High School 85 254

Master’s degree 66 19.7

Middle School 9 2.7

Doctorate 1 0.3

Source: Developed by authors.

The questionnaire was made on google forms and shared on the authors’ social networks such as Facebook,
Instagram, and WhatsApp. A non-random sampling method, more specifically a convenience sample, was used
since the people who make up the sample were not selected through a statistical criterion, but by criteria defined
by the researchers (Oliveira & Ferreira, 2014). Having used a convenience sample, it is easier to motivate people
to respond, which is an advantage. The sample consists of 335 responses, is mostly female and almost half are
up to 30 years old. The sociodemographic characterization of the sample is presented in Table 1.
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3.2. Data Analysis Procedure

Data were processed using the statistical software SPSS (version 27). To identify whether there is a normal
distribution, the Shapiro-Wilk test was conducted. If the assumption of normality was not verified, the non-
parametric Wilcoxon test was used to test if the median is equal to 3 (the value 3 represents the median of the
5-point Likert scale). Additionally, Spearman’s correlation coefficient was also applied to check if there is a (linear)
relationship between the ordinal variables. The significance level of 0.05 was used in all tests.

4, Results

Analyzing the regularity of breakfast cereal consumption, 33.1% of respondents rarely consume breakfast cereals
and 4.5% said “Never,” 21.5% of respondents consume cereals 2 to 3 times a week, followed by consumption
once a week (13.7%) and once a day or more (13.1%). It is important to mention that the answer “Never” was
considered since the respondents could not be consumers of breakfast cereals and only buyers.

The majority, 56.4%, consume cereals for breakfast, although there are also those who eat them as a snack or
both, 18.2% and 19.1% respectively. The supper and other moments mentioned by respondents show values
below 3.9%. When asked about the cereal brand, 42.7% reported consuming more than one brand of breakfast
cereal. Distributor label was the second most answered brand (26.6%), followed by Nestlé (15.5%), and Kellogg’s
(6.9%). The flavors that attract more people are chocolate (35.8%) or plain (33.1%). Honey and fruit flavors are
preferred by 16.1% and 9.3%, respectively. Other flavors were mentioned, but in total, they correspond to 5.3%
of the answers.

4.1. Influencing Factors When Purchasing Breakfast Cereals

Analyzing the factors which could influence the purchase of breakfast cereals (Table 2), note that the results of
the Shapiro-Wilk test always registered a p-value less than 0.05, revealing a non-normal distribution for all
factors. Thus, the Wilcoxon non-parametric test was performed), we conclude that only brand recognition (p-
value=0.55) and convenience (p-value=0.11) are indifferent as to which cereals to buy.

Table 2: Factors influencing the purchase of breakfast cereals.

. Shapiro- Wilcoxon  p-
N Average Median SD . p-value
Wilk Test test value

Flavor

335 4.12 4 1.13 0.75 0.00 40344 0.00
H1 supported
Convenience

335 3.17 4 1.34 0.87 0.00 22706 0.11
H2 unsupported
Brand recognition

335  2.99 3 1.29 0.89 0.00 17284 0.55
H3 unsupported
Packaging

335 255 3 1.26 0.88 0.00 9261 0.00
H4 unsupported
Packaging
sustainability 335 2.79 3 1.24 0.91 0.00 11433 0.00
H5 unsupported
Food label

335 3.45 4 1.41 0.85 0.00 28959 0.00
H6 supported
Price

335 3.65 4 1.30 0.83 0.00 34319 0.00
H7 supported
Price promotion

335 3.73 4 1.30 0.80 0.00 37642 0.00
H8 supported
Gifts, offers, or
contests for adultsor 335 1.78 1 1.03 0.75 0.00 2945 0.00

children
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H9 unsupported

Communication
335 2.22 2 1.20 0.85 0.00 10678 0.00
H10 unsupported

Previous experience
335 3.87 4 1.19 0.80 0.00 39814 0.00
H11 supported

Opinion of family,
friends, and
) 335 2.56 2 1.27 0.87 0.00 10491 0.00
acquaintances
H12 unsupported

Source: Developed by authors.

However, on the one hand, previous experience, price, price promotion, food label and flavor are the five most
valued factors when purchasing this food option. On the other hand, in this first analysis, for the factors: opinion
of family, friends, and acquaintances, packaging, packaging sustainability, gifts, offers and contests, convenience,
communication, and brand recognition, do not contribute to the purchase of breakfast cereals. Among these,
the one with the lowest value (median = 1) was gifts, offers, and contests.

4.1.1. Packaging

In order to deepen the relationship between consumers and breakfast cereal packaging, we analyze the question:
“l value these factors in breakfast cereal packaging: packaging design; promotional formats; colors used;
recreational elements of packaging for children” (Table 3, the null hypothesis is always rejected, since p-value
less than 0.05).

Among all the packaging elements, the promotional formats are the aspect most valued by the respondents,
which is in line with the analysis carried out above, in Table 3, whose results demonstrate that price promotion
is one of the most valued aspects when making a decision to buy breakfast cereals.

Table 3: Elements valued in breakfast cereal packaging.

X Shapiro- Wilcoxon
Average Median .
Wilk Test test

Packaging design 335 2.72 3 1.18 0.91 0.00 9737 0.00
Promotional

335 3.62 4 1.17 0.83 0.00 31214 0.00
formats
Packaging colors 335 2.57 3 1.16 0.90 0.00 7387 0.00
Recreational
packaging 335 241 2 1.15 0.88 0.00 5483 0.00
elements

Source: Developed by authors.

Assess the influence of age on packaging valuation through the statistical analysis, Spearman correlation
coefficient, it is possible to verify that there is an association between them (p-value < 0.05; Rs=-0.21). So, young
people value packaging as a purchase decision factor, while older people tend not to.

4.1.2. Food Label

Regarding breakfast cereal, label information is important. Analyzing Table 4 we can thus conclude that
respondents use some of their time to evaluate these aspects of the breakfast cereal, food label (Wilcoxon test:
p-value less than 0.05 and all medians are greater than 3).

As we have already seen in Table 3, food label is one of the most important factors for respondents when deciding
which cereals to buy. But is the importance of the label similar for people of different ages? According to Table
5, consumers’ opinions about the “ingredients” and the “nutritional traffic light” do not vary by age (the p-value
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greater than 0.05). Only the “nutrition information” is associated with age (p-value < 0.05; Rs= 0.17). Young
people tend to place slightly less importance on nutritional information.

Table 4: Elements valued on the food label of breakfast cereals.

Shapiro- Wilcoxon
Average .

Wilk Test test
Nutritional
. R 335 3.70 4 1.27 0.83 0.00 35125 0.00
information
Ingredients 335 3.56 4 1.24 0.85 0.00 31042 0.00
Nutritional traffic
light 335 3.47 4 1.24 0.87 0.00 27515 0.00

Source: Developed by authors.

Table 5: Spearman Correlation between the variables “age” and “food label (nutritional information, ingredients,
nutritional traffic light).”

Age N Correlation coefficient p-value
Nutritional information 335 0.17 0.01
Ingredients 335 0.10 0.06
Nutritional traffic light 335 0.11 0.06

Source: Developed by authors.

It has also been found that people with higher incomes are sometimes willing to pay more for cereals that they
consider healthier, for example, organic ingredients, no added sugar, no colorings or preservatives, among others
(p-value < 0.05; Rs= 0.17).

4.2. Sustainability

In the face of pressing environmental challenges, sustainable consumption is more relevant than ever (McCarthy
& Wang 2022). By adopting sustainable consumption, we can reduce waste, conserve resources, and support
industries that prioritize ethical and environmentally friendly practices (Trudel, 2019). Thus, sustainable

consumption is very important as it promotes a healthier planet and a more equitable future for all (Riva et al.,
2022).

The sustainability of breakfast cereal packaging is important for all respondents (see Table 6: p-value is always
less than 0.05). With emphasis on “ingredients from organic farming” being the one that registers the highest
percentage of agreement (72,5%). And the importance given to this aspect does not vary with age (Table 8: p-
value =0.26), nor do “recycling information” (Table 8: p-value =0.06).

Table 6: Elements considered when assessing the sustainability of breakfast cereal packaging.

. Shapiro- Wilcoxon
Average Median . p-value
Wilk Test test

Material 335 3.68 4 0.98 0.86 0.00 25731 0.00
Claims and

. 335 3.67 4 1.05 0.86 0.00 26837 0.00
certifications
Recycling
) i 335 3.72 4 1 0.85 0.00 30003 0.00
information

Ingredients from
. . 335 3.82 4 1.02 0.83 0.00 33425 0.00
organic farming

Source: Developed by authors.
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However, “material” and “claims and certifications” show a weak relationship with age (Table 7: p-value=0.03,
less than 0.05), with a slight tendency for younger people to value material and packaging claims as sustainable
elements of breakfast cereals more highly.

Table 7: Spearman Correlation between the variables “age” and “sustainability (claims and certifications,
recycling information, ingredients from organic farming)”.

Age N Correlation coefficient p-value
Material 335 -0.12 0.03
Claims and certifications 335 -0.12 0.03
Recycling information 335 0.11 0.06
Ingredients from organic farming 335 -0.06 0.26

Source: Developed by authors.

Sustainability is a concern for all, regardless of the consumer’s income (Rs=0.00; p-value =0.98). It should be
noted that the sample is composed mostly of people with a high level of education, relatively young, so it is
natural that this is a widespread concern.

4.3. Communication Channels

All the channels mentioned in Table 8 (Wilcoxon: p-value is less than 0.05), only television advertisements are
the preferred channel for respondents in relation to the communication of breakfast cereals (median=4). On the
opposite side are the press, radio, and influencers (median=2). They do not contribute to the communication of
information about breakfast cereals. The remaining channels, namely social networks and the Internet, were not
identified as privileged communication channels for this product either.

Table 8: Privileged communication channels for breakfast cereals.

X Shapiro- Wilcoxon
No Average Median SD . p-value p-value
Wilk Test test
Social media 335 2.63 3 1.30 0.88 0.00 11055 0.00
Internet 335 261 3 1.24 0.88 0.00 10630 0.00
Influencers 335 249 2 1.27 0.87 0.00 8710 0.00
TV advertisement 335 3.38 4 1.28 0.84 0.00 26893 0.00
Outdoor
. 335 2.52 3 1.20 0.88 0.00 7532 0.00

advertising
Press (online and in

. 335 2.38 2 1.15 0.87 0.00 5501 0.00
print)
Radio 335 2.09 2 1.02 0.85 0.00 2534 0.00

Source: Developed by authors.

4.4. The Pandemic

Considering the atypical moment experienced worldwide that has changed many habits, we wanted to assess
whether the pandemic caused by the Covid-19 virus had an impact on the decision to purchase breakfast cereals.
Analyzing the factors mentioned in Table 9, we can conclude that they did not change during the pandemic (p-
value < 0.05 and median is not 4 or 5). So, H13 is unsupported.
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Table 9: Impact of the Pandemic on influencing factors when purchasing breakfast cereals.

. Shapiro- Wilcoxon
N Average Median SD . -val p-value
Wilk Test

Price 335 2381 3 1.33 0.89 0.00 13932 0.00
Packaging 335 2.28 2 1.08 0.86 0.00 4112.50 0.00
Advertising 335 2.20 2 1.05 0.86 0.00 3350 0.00
Gifts, offers, 0.00
contests for adults 335 1.98 2 0.97 0.83 1495 0.00
or children
Food label 335 2.63 3 1.28 0.89 0.00 9753 0.00
Packaging 0.00

335 251 3 1.18 0.89 6691 0.00

sustainability
Source: Developed by authors.

To further assess consumers’ perception of the convenience of products in a pandemic context, the following
question was considered “During confinement, | tried to buy more convenient food options (easy to prepare)”.
Its median is 2, and it can be concluded that convenience was not a factor valued during confinement (W=7620;
p-value <0.05).

5. Discussion and Conclusions

Understanding consumer behavior in the marketing domain is of paramount importance (Auf et al., 2018). In this
context, breakfast cereals hold significant relevance due to their widespread consumption and their benefits for
physical and mental well-being (Santos et al., 2022). The primary aim of this research was to analyze consumer
behavior and identify the factors influencing the purchase of breakfast cereals, with a particular focus on the role
of packaging and its elements in the purchase decision.

As the theoretical framework suggests, trust in the product, based on previous experiences, plays a crucial role
in maintaining consumer loyalty to a brand (Chaudhuri & Holbrook, 2001; Mowen & Minor, 2005; Chaudhury,
2010; Sahin et al., 2011; Salleh et al., 2013; Yang, 2017). The present research corroborates this by concluding
that trust in the product is indeed one of the most significant factors influencing the decision to purchase
breakfast cereals.

Contrary to some expectations, the influence of family opinions or social media was not found to be significant
in the context of breakfast cereal purchases. Additionally, brand recognition did not substantially impact the
purchase decision. However, brands should leverage consumers’ sensitivity to sensory experiences (Lindstrom,
2013), particularly taste, which was identified as a key factor. The preferred flavors among respondents were
chocolate (35.8%) and plain (33.1%).

While breakfast cereal packaging is generally not highly valued, specific packaging elements, such as promotional
formats, are significantly appreciated. This poses a challenge for marketing professionals who aim to develop
packaging that aligns with the product’s sales strategy (Waheed et al., 2018; Ampuero & Vila, 2006). Consumers
are increasingly concerned with the sustainability of packaging, a trend more pronounced among younger
consumers who place a higher value on packaging elements. This suggests that younger consumers consider
packaging and its components as crucial differentiators, highlighting the potential for developing targeted
packaging strategies, particularly in promotional formats, to cater to their preferences and enhance brand
differentiation.

As noted in the literature, food labels should provide information that enables consumers to make informed
choices (Brito, 2012). The study revealed that food labels, including nutritional information, ingredients, and
nutritional traffic lights, are important factors for consumers when purchasing breakfast cereals. This concern is
especially relevant for older individuals.
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Given that breakfast cereals are routine, regularly consumed products, price is a highly significant factor
influencing their purchase. This may justify the preference for promotional packaging (Jaeger, 2006; Chiang &
Jang, 2007; Ares et al., 2010; Sungpo et al., 2018). Although some authors view promotions as a means to attract
customers and gain market notoriety (Gauri et al., 2017), others have identified the opposite effect (Bambauer-
Sachse & Massera, 2016; Bhatti, 2018). Our research indicates that consumers are motivated by price reductions,
typically through promotional offers, while other promotional strategies, such as gifts and competitions, do not
significantly attract respondents. This insight could prompt brands to reconsider or eliminate such strategies.
Initially, respondents did not consider communication a significant factor in their decision to buy breakfast
cereals. However, a more detailed analysis revealed that consumers are influenced by television advertisements.

The atypical context of the pandemic has impacted society and consumption habits (Kumar & Abdin, 2020; Ling,
2020; Mamede et al., 2020; Puttaiah et al., 2020; Gregory, 2021). However, these changes were not observed in
the purchase patterns of breakfast cereals.

This research outlines the consumption profile of breakfast cereals in Portugal and identifies the factors
influencing purchase decisions. The findings provide valuable insights for marketers in this product category and
similar ones, enabling them to tailor their strategies to these factors. By recognizing these factors as potential
threats or opportunities, marketers can effectively adapt their products. For instance, the importance of
packaging characteristics and food labeling to consumers are aspects worth considering in future personalized
strategies.
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