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Abstract: Our study aimed to analyze consumer behavior and perception towards private labels
(PLs) in Tenerife as an autonomous community during COVID-19, with special attention given to
sustainability aspects. The research was conducted on a sample of 500 adults purchasing PLs using
quota selection and the CAWI method. We formulated four research questions related to factors of PL
choice, the relationship between frequency of PL purchases, consumers’ age and income, perceived
changes in PLs, and evaluation of PL products including sustainability. The latter research question
referred to such product characteristics as local and environmentally friendly production, organic
production, and production according to traditional technologies using only natural ingredients.
For a detailed analysis of consumer behavior, we used Pearson’s chi-square test, the rho-Spearman
correlation coefficient, and cluster analysis. The most important factors for purchasing PL products
were lower prices compared to leading brands, attachment to a given chain, and the feeling of
safety and trust in PL products. The frequency of purchase of PL food products, except for alcohol,
significantly negatively correlates with age, which means that the purchase of PLs from the analyzed
product categories decreases with age. The increased availability and improved image and quality of
PLs were identified as the most important changes in PLs. PL food products were rated by consumers
as fresh, minimally processed and with quality certificates. Environmentally friendly production
methods, nutritional value, and origin from an area close to home were also indicated.

Keywords: private labels; sustainable private labels; consumer behavior; sustainability; Tenerife

1. Introduction

In recent years, intensive development of private labels (PLs) has been observed [1–4].
Initially, they appeared only as the cheapest equivalents of basic food products [5–7]. Subse-
quently, assortment development in terms of differentiation and quality improvement has
occurred, and PLs have become an important competitive advantage compared to producer
brands [6,7]. Currently, the development of sustainable PLs is being observed [8,9]. Retail
chains are implementing sustainability principles in production, packaging, product mix, and
cooperation with suppliers [10]. Consumer behavior is also changing, and low price is no
longer the only purchase factor [11–15].

1.1. Description of PLs

PLs are defined as brands belonging to supermarkets, hypermarkets, discounters, or
other stores that, with a lower price and packaging with the retailer’s logo, offer quality
equal to or similar to that of the leading product [16,17]. According to the Private Label
Manufacturers Association (PLMA), PLs are often described as products that include goods
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sold under the retailer’s brand name [18–20]. PLs are known as private labels [21–25],
private label brands [26,27], private brands [28], own labels [3,29], store own brands [30],
own brands [30], store brands [31], and distributor brands [31]. Distributors position
their PLs in different quality–price segments as economy [32,33], premium [32], value [23],
classic [34], or standard [35]. Other classifications distinguish economy, image, innovative,
and status PLs [33].

Many success factors for PLs have been described in the literature [33,36,37]. PLs are
considered as a tool to compete with other retail chains [2,38–40], create and achieve competitive
advantages [41], introduce differentiation strategies [30,36,42], and enhance retailer position-
ing [36]. In retail strategy, PLs build and strengthen consumer loyalty [30,43,44], personalize
the consumer shopping experience [42], and form relationships with consumers [42].

The increase in consumption of PL products has opened up several directions of
consumer research [45]. A significant part of the literature is concerned with the factors
influencing the purchase decision of PLs, i.e., store image [12,22,36,40,46–48], perceived
risk [11,22,36,46–50], perceived quality [11,12,25,30,34,44,50–52], education [22,32], degree
of retail modernity, uncertainty avoidance [22], and urbanism [22,32]. Others examine the
type of product category, i.e., convenience goods and durables [42], dry products, frozen
food, and refrigerated dairy products [43]. PLs are also analyzed in the context of brand
equity creation [46], including brand dimensions [53], brand awareness [11,23,30,34,51],
in-store communication, distribution intensity, and perceived price [46].

1.2. Development of Sustainable PLs

Over the years, PLs have evolved as a result of the growth of retail chains [27] and
changes in consumer preferences [54]. The literature distinguishes periods of PL devel-
opment known as generations. The first generation includes generic brands, also called
no-name, brand-free or unbranded products. This approach was used for basic and func-
tional products of lower quality. Products were offered at a price 20% or more lower
than the market leader’s brand and the price was the main selection factor. The second
generation of PLs referred to own labels or “quasi-brands”. These products were of average
quality, and perceived to be inferior to products under manufacturers brands. They were
offered at prices about 10–20% below the average, and the price remained an important
factor in consumer choices. The third generation, called own labels, referred to a “me-too”
strategy for products manufactured with technology comparable to that used by the leader.
The price of these products was about 5–10% lower than the product produced by the
market leader. Quality and price in terms of value for money were factors of the choice.
The fourth generation of PLs, i.e., extended or segmented own brands, was introduced
through a value-added strategy using innovative technology. The purpose of these brands
is to increase the consumer groups, and improve image and differentiation. Their quality is
perceived to be the same as or higher than the leading brand, and their price is comparable
to or higher than the leading brand [55].

The fourth generation of PLs is currently being developed towards sustainable PLs.
They can be described as the results of sustainability and corporate social responsibility
activities in terms of new values (environmental and social awareness, defense of labor
rights, health) [8,10]. In terms of sustainability, topics such as carbon footprint, packaging
and waste reduction, responsible fishing, animal welfare, social responsibility and biodi-
versity can be analyzed [10]. All these activities aim to improve and strengthen the image
of PLs [8], build brand identity, and create a sustainable brand personality [33].

1.3. Markets of PLs and Sustainability

The largest PL markets are located in Western Europe [37]. According to PLMA’s 2020
International Private Label Yearbook, PL share in seven European countries was above 40%.
These countries include Switzerland (49.6%), Spain (49.5%), UK (46.8%), Belgium (44.0%),
Portugal (43.6%), Germany (43.1%), and Austria (42.2%). In the remaining countries, i.e.,
Norway, France, Sweden, Finland, the Netherlands, Hungary, Slovakia, Czech Republic,
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and Greece, the share of PLs is 30–40% [18]. The development of PL markets is accompanied
by the implementation of sustainability principles. Sustainable topics, such as reductions
in packaging and plastic (Spain, Germany, UK, France, The Netherlands), food waste (UK,
Spain, France, Italy), reductions in meat consumption (Germany, The Netherlands), the
introduction of alternative means of transport and transport optimalization (Germany,
Portugal), are being implemented in the strategies of retail chains [10].

In terms of sales volume, the largest PL markets are the UK, Spain, and Germany [18].
These countries are considered the most developed PL markets in the world [18–20]. In
the UK, the development of PLs started in 1977 with the lowest-priced products and most
basic packaging [56]. Currently, these are products in every product category [57] in three
levels (premium, economy, and standard) [14]. The market share of the four largest chains
(Tesco, Asda, Sainsbury’s, and Morrisons) is 67.7% [10]. Retail in Spain has undergone
major changes in recent decades, replacing the traditional model with large-scale retailers
(DinoSol, Mercadona, Lidl, Carrefour or Alcampo) [58]. The quantitative changes are
accompanied by evolution towards premium products [59–61], online shopping appli-
cations, bio stands, and sales of local products [62]. Similarly, the German PL market is
dominated by the four largest chains, with a combined market share of over 60%. These
are Edeka/Netto, Rewe/Penny, Schwarz Group (Kaufland/Lidl), and Aldi Group [10].

1.4. Tenerife as a PL Market

Tenerife, as the largest and most densely inhabited of the Canary Islands, is an au-
tonomous community [63] with several specific social and economic characteristics. Ac-
cording to the National Institute of Statistics, it is a province wherein the poverty rate
reached 28.5% of the population in 2019 [64]. This gives a point of reference for the financial
situation of the population and the related consumer and purchasing behavior regarding
food. According to the Socioeconomic Confidence and Habits Survey, consumers choose
supermarkets outside shopping centers for purchases of fresh products; 43% to 49% of
households are concerned [65]. Fruit shops are commonly chosen by 17.5% of households,
fruit and vegetable stores by 21.1% and fish stores by 13.7%. Markets, which include central
markets, farmers’ markets and fishermen’s associations, are also regularly visited [66].

PL products are present in the Canary Islands, accounting for 40% of the food market
share [37,62]. Almost half of Canarian households (47.5%) buy PL products. By region,
Tenerife Sur (19.3%) and Fuerteventura (15.3%) stand out as the areas wherein the majority
of households declare they mainly buy PL products, in contrast to La Gomera, La Palma, El
Hierro and the northern areas of Tenerife and Gran Canaria, wherein the lowest percentages
occur [66]. According to the Habit Survey, ISTAC, the factors determining the PL choice
are good prices, offers and promotions, good location, parking, and the attention and
willingness of staff [65,66].

1.5. Research Aims and Research Gap

Based on the above arguments, our study aimed to analyze the behavior and percep-
tion of consumers regarding PLs in an autonomous community during COVID-19, with
special emphasis on sustainability aspects. We formulated four research questions:

1. What factors determine the choice of PLs in the autonomous community during the
COVID-19 pandemic? (RQ1)

2. Does the purchase of food groups under PLs depend on the age and income of
consumers? (RQ2)

3. What changes in PLs are perceived by consumers? (RQ3)
4. How do consumers evaluate products under PLs in the context of sustainability,

including local and environmentally friendly production, and production according
to traditional technologies using only natural ingredients? (RQ4)

Our study fills a research gap for three reasons.
First, we chose an autonomous community as a study location to present consumer

behavior and perceptions of PLs in the context of sustainable PLs. We decided to choose
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an autonomous community because national markets have already been studied for PLs.
Published data, including ours, suggest that in large communities, i.e., national markets,
the development of sustainable PLs is possible. Consumers are focusing more and more on
the quality, innovations, and sustainable production of PLs. Can we see the same trends in
autonomous communities? This question guided us in designing this study. This study is a
continuation of our research on the PLs in Poland [9,67–70] and UK [9].

Second, we chose Tenerife (one of the Canary Islands belonging to Spain) as an
example of an autonomous community. It is one of the few autonomous communities with
a population of almost 1 million, with a different national income structure. An additional
consideration is the level of unemployment and the fact that almost half of the households
buy PL products.

Third, we conducted the study during the COVID-19 pandemic, so the questions
concern how consumers behave towards PLs in an autonomous community during COVID-
19. Our study fills a research gap as there are no studies in the literature on PLs in smaller
populations, i.e., autonomous communities. There is also a lack of research on consumer
behavior towards PLs during COVID-19.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Ethics Approval Statement

The study was approved by the Ethics Committee of the Institute of Human Nutrition
Sciences, Warsaw University of Life Sciences, in Poland on the 31 August 2020 (Resolution
No. 36/2020), and was carried out according to the guidelines of the Declaration of
Helsinki [71]. All the participants provided their informed consent before participating in
the research.

2.2. Data Collection

Our research was conducted on a sample of 500 adults from Tenerife in September
2020. We considered 3 aspects in determining the sample size. First, we calculated the sam-
ple size based on a desired level of 15–20 observations per study variable, as recommended
and applied in the literature [72,73]. We considered statements rated using a Likert scale.
Secondly, we applied a sampling size formula using population size, confidence level,
percentage maximum error required and the value corresponding to the required confi-
dence level [74,75]. Third, we intended to ensure that the sample structure represented the
population of Tenerife. We have considered the same criteria as in our surveys conducted
in the UK and Poland, using the same methodology. In these studies, the sample size was
restricted to 500 people [9].

We used the computer-assisted web interviewing method (CAWI), one of the methods
in quantitative research in social sciences [76]. The survey was conducted online. The
inclusion/exclusion criteria were applied. The questionnaire was addressed only to adults
who met the recruitment criterion, i.e., declared that they purchase food products under
the PLs category. The question asked was: Do you purchase food products of retail chains
under PLs? Respondents who answered “no” were excluded at the initial stage and did not
proceed to the survey. In this process, 215 people were excluded. We used quota sampling
as the sampling technique, in which participants are chosen based on predetermined
characteristics so that the sample has the same distribution of characteristics as the wider
population [75,77]. In quota sampling, we applied three characteristics: gender, age, and
region of residence of the Tenerife population. For this purpose, we used data from the
statistical office [65]. An analogous sample selection approach ensuring representativeness
was used in our previous research conducted in Poland and the UK [9]. The questionnaires
were distributed via the University of La Laguna and local websites. The options for
answers to the income question were based on statistical data, and minimum and average
salary as of January 2020 [65].
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2.3. Questionnaire Design

The questionnaire consisted of several questions and research problems (Table 1). It
was designed based on the literature and our previous research [9,67,78]. This research in-
corporated closed-ended questions and multiple-choice questions. We selected 8 statements
for evaluating factors determining the purchase of PLs [9,13,40,54,67,70,79–85], 6 statements
for exploring opinions on PL changes [10,28,54,80,82–84,86–95], and 7 statements for the
evaluation of PL products [10,28,67,70,90,92,96]. Ratings were conducted using a 5-point
Likert scale: (1) I totally disagree; (2) disagree; (3) I neither agree nor disagree; (4) agree;
(5) I totally agree [97,98]. The typical Likert scale is a 5- or 7-point ordinal scale used by
respondents to rate the degree to which they agree or disagree with a statement [99]. To
assess the length of time for which people have purchased PLs, we used an ordinal scale
from our previous surveys. It employs 5 time ranges [9,70]. We assessed the frequency of
purchases of PLs for 10 product groups, which is consistent with our previous research
and based on the literature review. We used a nominal scale with 5 options: (1) I don’t buy
at all; (2) I buy rarely; (3) I buy sometimes; (4) I buy often; (5) I buy very often [4,80,83,85].

Table 1. Questionnaire structure.

Questions/Analyzed Areas: References Answers

Period of purchase of PL products: [9,70]

less than 1 month
1 month to 1 year

1 to 5 years
5 to 10 years more than 10 years

Factors for purchasing PL products:

1—totally disagree
2—disagree

3—neither agree nor disagree
4—agree

5—totally agree

wide product range [9,54,70,82–84]
lower prices compared to leading brands [9,13,79,82,83,85]

high product quality [9,13,70,82,84]
ability to buy the same products repeatedly [9,40,70]

availability of PL products in every store of a particular chain [9,54,70,80]
attachment to a given chain [9,40,70,80]

safety and trust feelings towards PL products [9,13,40,80]
recognizability of PLs among consumers [9,67,80,81]

Opinions on PL changes:
quality improvement

increase in the product range
visual presentation improvement

increase in availability
image improvement

introduction of organic and natural products

[54,80,82–84,93–95]
[54,80,84,86,95]

[84,87,88,93]
[80,84,89,95]
[80,86,87,95]

[10,28,88,90–92]

1—totally disagree
2—disagree

3—neither agree nor disagree
4—agree

5—totally agree

Evaluation of food products under PLs:
only with natural ingredients
with quality certificates, etc.

low processed
freshness, nutritional

traditionally produced, organically produced
comes from where I live

environmentally friendly in terms of production

[10,28,67,70,90,92,96]

1—totally disagree
2—disagree

3—neither agree nor disagree
4—agree

5—totally agree

Frequency of purchasing PL food products:
[4,80,83,85]

1—I don’t buy at all
2—I buy rarely

3—I buy sometimes
4—I buy often

5—buy very often

dairy products
cereal products

sweets and biscuits
bread and bakery products

meat and meat products
fruits and vegetables

fruit and vegetable products
frozen food

non-alcoholic beverages and water
alcohol

Indicative share of PL products concerning total food purchases: 0%; 10%; 25%; 50%; 75%; 90%; 100%
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Table 1. Cont.

Questions/Analyzed Areas: References Answers

Sociodemographic data:

choose the right answer

Gender—women, men
Age (years)—18–25; 26–35; 36–50; 51+

Education—primary and vocational, secondary, higher
Place of residence—rural area; cities up to 19,999; cities above 20,000 to

99,999; cities above 100,000
Household income (per person; status on 1 January 2020)

Tenerife—Under EUR 950; EUR 950-1800; EUR 1801–2500; EUR 2501–3500;
EUR 3500 or more

[65]

Cronbach’s α value was used to measure the variables’ internal consistency. In general,
a value greater than 0.7 indicates satisfactory reliability. The Cronbach α values of the total
questionnaire (0.8743) and the studied constructs were within the recommended values.
For example, there were factors determining the purchase of PL products (0.8794), opinions
on PL changes (0.8975), and the evaluation of food products available under PLs (0.9331).

2.4. Statistical Analysis

The statistical analysis was performed using Statistica software (version 13.3 PL; Stat-
Soft Inc., StatSoft, Krakow, Poland), including Chi-square test, rho-Spearman correlation
coefficient and cluster analysis (CA). We used the Chi-square test to analyze the period of
purchase of PL products, and the indicative share of PL products in total food purchases (%).
This test was applied to identify statistical significances to find if there is any correlation
among nonnumeric variables [100–102].

To describe the correlation between the age and income of consumers and the fre-
quency of purchase of PL food categories (RQ2), the rho–Spearman correlation coefficient
(the nonparametric equivalent of the r-Pearson coefficient) was used. Spearman’s rank cor-
relation coefficient was applied to describe the strength of the correlation of two variables,
e.g., when the features are qualitative, allowing for ordering according to the strength of
the feature [103]. Spearman’s coefficient is not a measure of the linear relationship between
two variables. It assesses how well an arbitrary monotonic function can describe the
relationship between two variables, without making any assumptions about the frequency
distribution of the variables [104].

For a more comprehensive analysis, we used the multi-dimensional CA, which covers
a wide variety of techniques for delineating natural groups or clusters in data sets in
similar features [105,106]. The advantage of CA is that it divides the research sample
into groups based on similarity. This can be used to create consumer profiles and also
to develop classification systems or taxonomies [107]. The clusters (groups of similarity)
can be obtained for the objects of interests (which are described by various variables) or
for variables identifying the objects [45]. There are several clustering methods, including
hierarchical, partitioning, density-based, model-based, grid-based, and soft computing
methods. We used the partitioning method, which is to construct “k” data partitions from
a database containing “n” objects. Each partition will represent a cluster, and k ≤ n. This
means that it will classify the data into k groups that are similar to each other with respect
to the variables being analyzed [108]. The partitioning method as the most popular method
of CA [109] uses the K-means algorithm [110,111]. Clusters are formed by evaluating
similarities and dissimilarities of intrinsic characteristics between different cases, and
the grouping of cases is based on those emergent similarities and not on an external
criterion [112]. For each variable applied in our CA we calculated the correlation ratio
(CR). We conducted cluster analysis three times for three research questions. We applied
the p-value as a measure of the probability to identify the statistical significance of the
observed difference. Each of these CAs addresses a different issue, which resulted in the
most preferred CR and p-value:
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• RQ1—for description of factors determining the choice of PLs; 8 factors, 4 clusters
(CR = 0.48–0.90; p-value 0.0001);

• RQ3—for description of changes in PLs perceived by consumers; 6 statements, 4 clus-
ters (CR = 0.72–0.88; p-value 0.0001);

• RQ4—for evaluation of products available under PLs in the context of sustainability;
8 statements, 4 clusters (CR = 0.48–0.90; p-Value 0.0001).

2.5. Result Presentation

We have presented the results of our study in the order corresponding to the research
questions, including a general description of consumer purchase behavior. The structure is
as follows:

• Section 4.1—description of consumer purchase behavior;
• Section 4.2—QR—description of factors determining the choice of PLs;
• Section 4.3—QR2—description of the relationship between age and income of con-

sumers and PL purchases by product groups;

2.6. Sample Characteristics

The characteristics of the respondents are presented in Table 2. The survey included
respondents, mainly with secondary or higher educations. There were more females (52.4%)
than males among respondents, most of them aged 36–50 (29.6%) and 51 and above (28.4%).
Nearly 40% of respondents (39.4%) live in cities of up to 19,999 people and 36% live in cities
of more than 20,000 to 99,999 people. In terms of income, 30.6% of respondents received a
total monthly income of EUR 1801 to 2500 for a person in the household. More than 73% of
respondents had purchased PL products for more than 1 year, including more than 50% for
at least 10 years.

Table 2. Sample structure (n = 500).

Characteristics Category Number of Respondents Percentage

Gender
Women 262 52.40%

Men 238 47.60%

Age

18–25 78 15.60%
26–35 132 26.40%
36–50 148 29.60%
51+ 142 28.40%

Place of residence

Rural area 15 3.00%
Cities up to 19,999 197 39.40%

Cities above 20,000 to 99,999 180 36.00%
Cities above 100,000 108 21.60%

Education
Primary and vocational 30 6.00%

Secondary 258 51.60%
Higher 212 42.40%

Household income (per person)

Under EUR 950 88 17.60%
EUR 950–1800 135 27.00%

EUR 1801–2500 153 30.60%
EUR 2501–3500 46 9.20%
Over EUR 3500 78 15.60%

3. Results
3.1. Purchase Behavior towards PLs

The length of time PLs were purchased for is presented in Table 3. The largest group
of consumers purchased PL products for more than 10 years (50.6%). A shorter period
(5–10 years) was declared by 22.6% of respondents. The third largest group was formed by
consumers purchasing PLs over more than 1 month and less than 1 year (18.0%).
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Table 3. The period of purchasing PLs.

Period (n = 500) p-Value *

less than 1 month 29 (5.8%)

<0.001
from month to 1 year 90 (18.0%)

1 to 5 years 15 (3.0%)
5 to 10 years 113 (22.6%)

more than 10 years 253 (50.6%)
* Compared using the chi-square test (p ≤ 0.05).

The share of PL food products in total food purchases is shown in Table 4. More than
30% of consumers indicated a 50% share, i.e., every second product in the shopping basket
was from a retailer’s assortment. A smaller share of PL products in the purchase structure
was declared by 21.6% of respondents, while a higher share (75%) was reported by 18.2%
of respondents. The average share of PL products in the survey was 41.2%.

Table 4. Share of PLs in total food purchases.

Share of PLs (n = 500) p-Value *

0% 30 (6.0%)

<0.001

10% 75 (15.0%)
25% 108 (21.6%)
50% 181 (36.2%)
75% 91 (18.2%)
90% 15 (3.0%)

Average share 41.2%
* Compared using the chi-square test p ≤ 0.05.

3.2. Main Factors Influencing the Choice of PLs

The main factors influencing the purchasing of PLs (RQ1) for the whole sample
population and four consumer clusters are presented in Table 5. The most important factor
was the lower price compared to leading brands (mean 3.80 in 5-point Likert scale). The
highest value of this factor was recorded in Cluster no. 2 (4.56), while the lowest was in
Cluster no. 4 (1.58). For consumers from two clusters (C1 and C2), this factor came out on
top. In Cluster no. 3, wide product range was ranked first, and in Cluster no. 4, ability to
buy the same products repeatedly. Attachment to a given chain (mean 3.48) was the second
most important factor determining the choice of PLs (range from 2.39 in Cluster no. 4 to
3.98 in Cluster no. 2). The feeling of safety and trust in PL products (mean 3.32) was in
third place. The lowest importance of this factor is due to the fact that consumers in Cluster
no. 4 did not take this factor into account. The factor relating to a wide range of products
was the least important (mean 2.98). This factor received an average value below 3 in three
clusters, and only in Cluster no. 3 was the mean value representing the importance of this
factor above 4.50.

The characteristics of clusters are presented in Table 6. Respondents assigned to
Cluster no. C1 constitute the largest group (36.0%). Women represent more than 50%. This
group has the highest number of people over years old, with a low income, and the most
PL buyers over 10 years of age. Cluster no. C2 represents 27.8% and is the second largest
group of respondents. The cluster is dominated by males aged 18–25, middle incomes, and
PL buyers over 5 years. Cluster no. C3 represents 20.6% of the total surveyed group, which
is predominantly female, aged between 26 and 50, with a middle income. In this group,
respondents have been buying PLs for more than 10 years. Cluster no. C4 represents 15.6%
and is the smallest group. The typical participant in this group is male, aged 26–50, with a
low income, and who has been buying PLs for 5 to 10 years.
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Table 5. Cluster analysis: factors influencing PL choice.

Factors 1/ Correlation
Ratio

Sample
500 (100%)

Cluster 1 (C1)
180 (36.0%)

Cluster 2 (C2)
139 (27.8%)

Cluster 3 (C3)
103 (20.6%)

Cluster 4 (C4)
78 (15.6%)

A—wide product range 0.77 2.98
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Table 6. Profiles of cluster analysis: factors influencing PL choice.

Cluster 1
180 (36.0%)

Cluster 2
139 (27.8%)

Cluster 3
103 (20.6%)

Cluster 4
78 (15.6%)

Gender

Women 57.2% 31.7% 83.5% 37.2%
Men 42.8% 68.3% 16.5% 62.8%

Age
18–25 8.3% 35.2% 13.6% 0.0%
26–35 13.3% 21.6% 43.7% 42.3%
36–50 16.7% 32.4% 41.7% 38.5%
51+ 61.7% 10.8% 1.0% 19.2%

Income

under EUR 950 8.3% 21.6% 27.2% 19.2%
EUR 950–1800 33.3% 0.0% 29.1% 57.7%

EUR 1801–2500 24.4% 40.3% 39.8% 15.4%
EUR 2501–3500 8.9% 14.4% 3.9% 7.7%
over EUR 3500 25.1% 23.7% 0.0% 0.0%

Period of PL Purchase

less than 1 month 0.0% 0.0% 13.6% 19.2%
from month to 1 year 23.9% 13.6% 19.4% 10.3%

1 to 5 years 0.0% 10.8% 0.0% 0.0%
5 to 10 years 5.6% 43.2% 9.7% 42.3%

more than 10 years 70.5% 32.4% 57.3% 28.2%

3.3. Age and Income of Consumers as Determinants of PL Purchase by Food Groups

The PL purchases categorized by food products are presented in Table 7 (RQ2). Sweets
and biscuits, cereal products, bakery products and dairy products were the most frequently
purchased, while meat and meat products and non-alcoholic beverages and water received
the lowest scores.
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Table 7. Purchase of PLs.

Category of PL Food Products Average 1/
Age of Respondents Income of Respondents

R p-Value R p-Value

dairy products 2.96 −0.324 <0.001 −0.090 0.043
cereal products 3.13 −0.550 <0.001 0.078 0.083

sweets and biscuits 3.17 −0.589 <0.001 −0.059 0.192
bakery products 2.82 −0.242 <0.001 −0.080 0.073

meat and meat products 1.84 −0.115 0.010 −0.228 <0.001
organic products 2.50 −0.195 <0.001 −0.083 0.064

fruits and vegetables 2.56 −0.263 <0.001 −0.274 <0.001
fruit and vegetable products 2.61 −0.352 <0.001 −0.100 0.026

frozen food 2.63 −0.466 <0.001 0.063 0.162
non-alcoholic beverages and water 2.47 −0.386 <0.001 −0.223 <0.001

alcohol 1.85 −0.073 0.105 −0.404 <0.001
1/Scale: 1—I don’t buy at all; 2—I buy rarely; 3—I buy sometimes; 4—I buy often; 5—I buy very often.

The frequency of purchase of all PL food products, except for alcohol, significantly
negatively correlates with age. This means that the purchase of PLs from the analyzed
product categories decreases with age. The highest correlation was noted for cereal products
(rho = −0.550), sweets and biscuits (rho = −0.589), and frozen food (rho = −0.466). There is
no such high correlation in the case of respondents’ income and the frequency of purchasing
PLs. The largest correlations were recorded for meat and meat products (rho = −0.228),
fruits and vegetables (rho = −0.274), and non-alcoholic beverages and water (rho = −0.223).
The exception is the alcohol category, where when income increases, the frequency of
purchasing alcohol decreases in the medium range (rho = −0.404).

3.4. Consumer Perception of PL Changes

Table 8 presents consumer perception of PL changes (RQ3) for the study population
and the four consumer clusters. For the study population, increasing availability (mean
3.76 on 5-point Likert scale) and improving image and quality (mean 3.46 and 3.45) were
considered as the most important. The introduction of organic and natural products was
assigned the least importance (mean 2.84).

Table 8. Cluster analysis: consumer perception of PL changes.

Statements 1/ Correlation
Ratio

Sample
500 (100%)

Cluster 1
153 (30.6%)

Cluster 2
135 (27.0%)

Cluster 3
121 (24.2%)

Cluster 4
91 (18.2%)

A—quality improvement 0.83 3.45
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Cluster no. 1 is the largest, accounting for 30.6% of the study population, but this
group yielded the lowest mean values for almost all statements analyzed. This indicates
factor neutrality or disagreement. Cluster no. 2 comprises 27.0% of the total population.
Consumers evaluated as highest the changes related to quality improvement, increasing
assortment, and increasing availability of PL. Neutral answers referred to improving the
image and visual presentation. Consumers in Cluster no. 3 (24.2% of the study population)
perceived changes in PLs most positively, and the three factors with the highest mean values
in this cluster related to improved availability, quality, and image. In the least populous
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Cluster no. 4 (18.2%), increasing availability and improving image were perceived as the
most important PL changes.

The characteristics of clusters are presented in Table 9. The first cluster is the largest
group comprising 30.6% of the study population. Almost half of the people have bought
PLs for 1–5 years. In this cluster, half of the people belong to the 36–50 age range, and there
are more men (52.3%) and people with a high or medium income. Cluster C2 contains
27.0% of respondents. More than half are women, over 51 years old, with low incomes and
a history of buying PLs for more than 10 years. Cluster no. C3 is dominated by women
(77.7%), aged 26–50, with low income, who have also been buying PLs for more than
10 years. The last cluster is the smallest, with 18.2% of respondents. In this group, there are
more men (53.9%), aged 18–25, with a middle income, and who have been buying PLs for
more than 10 years.

Table 9. Profiles of cluster analysis: consumer perception of PL changes.

Cluster 1
153 (30.6%)

Cluster 2
135 (27.0%)

Cluster 3
121 (24.2%)

Cluster 4
91 (18.2%)

Gender

Women 47.7% 54.1% 77.7% 46.1%
Men 52.3% 45.9% 22.3% 53.9%

Age

18–25 9.2% 11.1% 11.6% 38.5%
26–35 15.7% 33.3% 39.7% 16.5%
36 –50 49.0% 0.0% 47.9% 16.5%

51+ 26.1% 55.6% 0.8% 28.5%

Income

under EUR 950 9.8% 22.2% 35.5% 0.0%
EUR 950-1800 29.4% 33.3% 37.2% 0.0%

EUR 1801-2500 21.6% 19.3% 22.3% 73.6%
EUR 2501-3500 7.8% 3.0% 5.0% 26.4%
over EUR 3500 31.4% 22.2% 0.0% 0.0%

Period of PL purchase

less than 1 month 9.8% 0.0% 11.6% 0.0%
from month to 1 year 9.8% 33.3% 12.4% 16.5%

1 to 5 years 9.8% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0%
5 to 10 years 47.7% 0.0% 12.4% 27.5%

more than 10 years 22.8% 66.7% 63.6% 56.0%

3.5. Consumer Evaluation of PL Products

Table 10 shows the evaluation of food products under PLs (RQ4) in the study popula-
tion and the four consumer clusters. Freshness (mean 4.52), quality certificates (mean 4.24)
and low degree of processing (mean 4.19) were rated highest.

Consumers in Cluster no. 1 positively evaluated food products under PLs in terms
of minimal product processing, nutritional value, presence of natural ingredients in the
composition, certifications, environmental friendliness and organic production method.
High scores between 4 and 5 were given to statements rated by consumers in Cluster no. 2.
PL products were rated highest in terms of freshness, nutritional value and environmentally
friendly production method. Almost 20% of respondents (Cluster no. 3) disagreed with the
statements that PL food products are nutritious and produced in a traditional, organic, and
environmentally friendly way. The highest ratings in this cluster were given to such food
attributes as freshness and low degree of processing. Consumers in Cluster no. 4 (15.0%
of the study population) rated freshness, local origin, and organic production the highest,
with low degrees of processing and natural ingredients scoring lowest.
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Table 10. Cluster analysis: consumer evaluation of PL food products.

Statements 1/ Correlation
Ratio

Sample
500 (100%)

Cluster 1
226 (45.2%)

Cluster 2
106 (21.2%)

Cluster 3
93 (18.0%)

Cluster 4
75 (15.0%)

A—only with natural
ingredients 0.87 4.02
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B—with quality
certificates, etc. 0.78 4.24

C—minimally processed 0.82 4.19
D—freshness 0.50 4.52
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I live 0.77 4.07

G—organically produced 0.92 3.88
H—environmentally
friendly production 0.87 4.08

I—nutritional 0.92 4.07

p-Value 0.0001; 1/Scale: 1—totally disagree; 2—disagree; 3—neither agree nor disagree; 4—agree; 5—totally agree.

The characteristics of the clusters are presented in Table 11. The first cluster contains
almost half of the respondents (45.2%) and is dominated by women (70.8%), aged 51+, with
a middle income. The second cluster (21.2%) is the opposite in terms of gender, as this
group is dominated by men (82.1%), aged 36–50, with a middle income. The third cluster
contains more males, aged 18–50, with a low income. In the last cluster (15.0%), there are
more women, aged 36+ with a middle income, but this group includes all income levels to
some degree (about 20%). In the consumer evaluation of PL food products, each group of
respondents had been buying PLs for more than 10 years.

Table 11. Profiles of cluster analysis: consumer evaluation of PL food products.

Cluster 1
226 (45.2%)

Cluster 2
106 (21.2%)

Cluster 3
93 (18.0%)

Cluster 4
75 (15.0%)

Gender

Women 70.8% 17.9% 45.2% 54.7%
Men 29.2% 82.1% 54.8% 45.3%

Age

18–25 7.1% 29.2% 32.3% 1.3%
26–35 27.4% 22.7% 33.3% 20.0%
36 –50 26.1% 28.3% 31.2% 40.0%

51+ 39.4% 19.8% 3.2% 38.7%

Income

under EUR 950 13.7% 13.2% 31.2% 18.7%
EUR 950-1800 26.6% 28.3% 32.3% 20.0%

EUR 1801-2500 42.0% 34.0% 3.2% 25.3%
EUR 2501-3500 9.7% 10.4% 1.1% 16.0%
over EUR 3500 8.0% 14.1% 32.3% 20.0%

Period of PL Purchase

less than 1 month 6.6% 0.0% 15.1% 0.0%
from month to 1 year 18.6% 17.0% 15.1% 21.3%

1 to 5 years 0.0% 0.9% 0.0% 18.7%
5 to 10 years 20.8% 28.3% 22.5% 20.0%

more than 10 years 54.0% 53.8% 47.3% 40.0%

4. Discussion

In our study we have analyzed consumer behavior and perception regarding PLs
in Tenerife as an autonomous community, with special attention given to sustainability



Sustainability 2021, 13, 7467 13 of 22

aspects. A discussion in three parts is presented. The first part relates to factors influencing
the choice of PLs (RQ1) and purchases of PLs by product group (RQ2). The second part
describes the changes in PLs (RQ3) and the evaluation of PL products (RQ4). In the third
part, the perspectives on the development of sustainable PLs and the importance of the
timing of the COVID-19 pandemic are described.

4.1. Factors Determining PL Purchase

Research question no. 1 was to crafted identify the factors that determine the purchase
of PL products. Lower prices compared to producer brands were identified as the most
important factor for the whole population. Cluster analysis showed that for the two most
numerous clusters, lower price was the most important choice factor. Two groups of
consumers can be distinguished for which price is the main factor of choice. The first group
is the largest cluster, covering 36% of the study population. More than 70% of people
have been buying PLs for more than 10 years. In this cluster, more than 60% are over the
age of 51 and more than 50% are women. Feeling safe and trusted proved to be another
factor in choosing PLs. The second group of consumers for whom lower price is also the
most important factor of choice is a more diverse cluster. Here, most people are in the
18–25 and 36–50 age group. These people have been buying PLs for more than 5 years.
The availability of PL products in every store of a particular chain and attachment to a
given chain proved to be the next most important factors in choosing PLs. In Tenerife, as
an autonomous community, price-related aspects are important due to the geographical
and economic characteristics that influence consumer behavior. The Canary Islands are
characterized by incomes (minimum or average income) lower than in mainland Spain by
nearly 15% (from 2020: EUR 950 to about EUR 1108) [65,113] and a high unemployment
level of about 21% [114,115].

Many studies on consumer behavior confirm that the main factor in purchasing PLs is
the attractive lower price [37,82,116,117]. This is due to price differences between PLs and
manufacturer brands [118]. According to the 2018 IRI report, the average price of PL prod-
ucts in Europe in 2017 was about 70% of the average price of producer brands. The highest
rate (83.7%) was observed in Italy and the lowest in France (61.3%). In Spain, it was 74.9%,
but increased by 0.8% compared to 2016 [118]. In addition to real price differences, the
perception of prices as lower is also important. Creating the image of lower prices becomes
a tool for retailers to influence consumer loyalty to PLs [31]. This is related to consumer
price sensitivity [15]. Such an approach is also important in emphasizing good value for
money for PLs in general and premium PLs [23]. Moreover, price-conscious consumers are
the ones most likely to purchase PL products in low-differentiation categories [94].

The lower prices of PL products are also important in the context of macroeconomic
conditions and the economic situation. According to the USDA report from 2020, the last
global economic crisis (2008–2013) had a huge impact on the development of PLs and their
perception by consumers in the 21st century [62]. PLs significantly increased their share in
the shopping basket to 35–42% during the crisis [117], and in recent years this has increased
to about 50% [18]. This is part of the competitive rivalry between retail chains; moreover,
PLs are becoming a tool to create competitive advantage [25,33]. Lower prices for PL
products are achieved through lower production costs and lower margins. The margin
refers to the manufacturer’s margin and the distributor’s margin. Maintaining a lower price
and satisfactory distributor margin is possible with a lower manufacturer margin [119].
This was particularly important for PLs in the first or second stages of development, where
margins are lower compared to those for the product category [55]. Currently, the situation
is more complicated due to the varied relationships with PL suppliers and the diverse,
three-tiered PL portfolios affecting gross margins. At the same time, multisourcing occurs,
wherein there are several suppliers for a single PL product. In addition, economic PLs can
be attractive, ensuring competition between chains, but they bring lower margins, which is
primarily experienced by manufacturers. For premium PLs, margins are much higher [120].
Retailers can price premium PLs at a competitive level compared to national brands (NB)
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at attractive margins. This is because PLs do not require the same level of marketing and
sales, which is about 15–20% of the cost of NBs. As a result, retailers can offer lower prices
compared to NBs. Faigen and Ebner reported the individual product price components
for NBs and PLs, which ultimately give the final price (NB = USD 5.87 and PL = USD
3.69). There are significant differences between the retailer gross margin (NB = USD 0.5 and
PL = USD 1.07) and the manufacturing margin (NB = USD 1.09 and PL = USD 0.16) [121].

Responding affirmatively to research question no. 2, the purchase of all PL products
except for alcohol, significantly negatively correlates with age. There is no such correlation
in the case of respondents’ income and the frequency of purchasing PLs. There is a gap
in the available literature regarding the relationship between age and income and the
frequency of PL purchase by product group. Few studies refer to consumer segments
based on income. For example, higher-income French consumers value PLs more than
lower-income consumers. In contrast, age doses not influence respondents’ purchase
decisions [95]. However, other studies show the impact of age and income on perceptions
of and preferences for PLs. A study conducted in Slovakia has identified which PL types
are purchased by consumers, considering their family status. At the same time, consumers’
perceptions of PL products are determined by the consumer’s age, income and family status,
as well as by the reasons for their purchase [86]. Research in Greece indicates a correlation
between age, income and household size, and various drivers of consumers’ intention to
buy PLs, including brand awareness, perceived value, quality, and risk. Additionally, age,
rather than income, influences the purchase intention of PLs [11].

Our study indicates that the most frequently purchased PL categories are sweets and
pastries, cereal, and dairy products, as well as bakery products. In the US, the highest share
in sales in 2019 was recorded for bakeries (36.6%), dairy products (33.1%) and delicatessens
(23.6%), and the lowest was for seafood (5.2%) and fresh food (11.2%) [122]. In contrast,
British consumers most often chose fruit and vegetables, dairy products, bread, meat and
sausages, while in Poland the choices were dairy products, cereal products, soft drinks and
water [9]. In Slovakia, the most frequently chosen categories of food were dairy products
(approx. 40%) and durable goods (approx. 35%). Lower results were noted for alcoholic
beverages (approx. 30%) or frozen drinks (25%) [86]. In Spain, according to the IRi report
of 2018, the highest value shares were observed for frozen food (57.6%), chilled and fresh
products (46.3%), non-alcoholic beverages (25.1%) and alcoholic drinks (21.2%) [123].

4.2. Evaluation of PL Changes and PL Products

Our study of research question no. 3 indicated that consumers perceive changes
occurring in PLs (QR3). These include increased availability, and improved image and
quality. Cluster analysis showed that people who had been buying PLs for the longest time
were the most likely to notice changes, i.e., improvements in quality or image. Changes
were more often noticed by women, people with higher education and people over 50 years
old. There is a lack of research in the literature on the evaluation of PL changes according
to socio-economic characteristics. Only general results regarding changes in PLs are
presented. For example, in a study conducted in Kenya, improved availability, variety of
assortment, and better quality were identified as the biggest changes [80]. Polish studies
identified a wide range of PLs, with the availability of given products in every store of a
given retail chain, which was also associated with a good price/quality ratio and trust in
the retailer [70,83,124,125].

Quality improvement should be considered as an important element confirming the
development of sustainable PLs [8]. It is seen in relation to the quality of products available
under national brands (NBs) [40]. In this view, quality is seen in terms of subjective evaluation
of the product [126], and its excellence and superiority over other products [31,127,128]. The
quality premium of NBs observed in the past has largely disappeared. Thus, the quality
gap potentially existing between PLs and NBs is reduced [14], and quality becomes an
important factor in choosing PLs [11,12]. However, the perception of PL quality depends
on PL types, product categories, and countries. This was analyzed in a study conducted in
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three countries and seven product categories (US—ice cream, chocolate cookies; UK—tea,
instant coffee, ground coffee, and Australia—ketchup and dry paste) for premium PLs,
value PLs, and NBs. In four of the seven categories, premium PLs were associated with
higher quality than value PLs. The comparison of NBs and premium PLs revealed that, for
five categories, NBs were more strongly associated with quality than premium PLs [23].

Improving the perceived quality of PLs is important for retail chains. The higher
perceived quality of PL products allows for attracting consumers focused on quality [40],
as well as the development of premium products [39]. In addition, research in Portugal has
shown that PLs’ quality is a critical factor for the sustainable penetration of PLs. PL quality
directly affects consumers’ loyalty to PLs and indirectly affects loyalty to the store [52].
Additionally, as indicated by a study conducted in Germany, product quality had a stronger
impact on the market share of PLs than that of NBs [129].

In evaluating PL products for research question no. 4, seven of the nine terms scored
an average above 4 (on a 5-point Likert scale). This means that consumers agree with the
following terms for PL products: fresh, sustainably produced, close to home, nutritious,
minimally processed, and organically produced. Cluster analysis showed that those who
have been buying PLs the longest rate PL products very highly, regardless of income
situation and education. Young people with the highest income and living in the largest
cities were more critical.

The evaluation of PL products should be combined with the activities of retail chains
in Spain. Sustainable hot topics include efforts to develop local products, promote organic
products, reduce plastic, develop and use green energy, generate energy savings, and
reduce food waste [10]. The introduction of organic PLs is an example of the improvement
of sustainability policies by Spanish retailers. Lidl, Carrefour, Aldi and regional super-
market chains are leading the organic food revolution [10]. Organic labels and fair-trade
offerings in PLs are perceived as signs of environmental and social commitment. In the
food sector, organic PLs have been on the market for a long time [130]. Currently, the
development of organic PLs can be treated as a tool for creating a competitive advantage
for retail chains [90].

The literature indicates that consumers are becoming increasingly conscious buyers.
They are concerned about health, safety, food quality, environmental care, and place of
production [131]. In turn, the increasing health and nutritional awareness of consumers is
reflected in perceived food safety. It can be described as the degree to which customers feel
that the consumption of the branded products is harmless to human health [28]. This leads
to the increased importance of quality signs. For example, a study conducted in Poland
found a relationship between the frequency of origin and organic food purchase and the
role attributed to quality signs. At the same time, there is a relationship between the positive
perception of European quality signs and the self-reported willingness to pay a higher
price for origin and organic food [132]. The growing consumer awareness of the health
aspects of food includes the organic PLs trend. A study conducted in Germany indicated
that conventional PLs are perceived as less healthy, less hedonistic, less environmentally
friendly and less safe compared to organic PLs, and showed lower price premium and
purchase intention [28]. In Malaysia, on the other hand, the main motive for the intention
to buy organic food is product safety, including the absence of pesticide residues, and the
protection of plant products or animals [131]. Another study presented organic PLs as a
means of reducing the risk of unsuccessful purchases, as well as ensuring quality assurances
and increasing brand awareness [133,134]. Naturalness, lack of pesticides, respect for the
environment and the nutritional value of specific products are also pointed out [135,136].

4.3. General Remarks

Our study was conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic. This has a twofold effect
on the results. First, the timing of the pandemic reduced tourist arrivals, and Tenerife is a
well-known tourist destination. This has resulted in fewer earning opportunities, and a
difficult situation in the tourism sector. There has also been a decline in the income of part
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of the population. According to a consumer survey conducted by AECOC in April 2020,
the economic crisis caused by the COVID-19 pandemic was the most significant Spain
has experienced since 2008 [62]. Changes in the economy, manufacturing, technology and
service sectors were observed [137–141]. During this time, interest in PLs has increased.
The study shows that compared to the previous economic crisis, the image of PLs has
improved, from being associated with cheap products to indicating good value for money
and premium quality products at a lower price [62]. Secondly, consumer preferences and
behaviors have changed. Some of the most important changes include more prudent
shopping decisions, a growing interest in price reductions, increased likelihood of buying
locally, and a greater preference for buying fresh products instead of processed or semi-
processed products [142].

Considering the above arguments, and as is also related to the COVID-19 pandemic,
the development of sustainable PLs should be considered from three perspectives: retailer,
producer, and consumer. The retailer’s perspective refers to extending the range of products
available under PLs with greater added value. These include organic, locally produced,
less processed products offered in packaging that is less harmful to the environment.
Such activities are related to corporate environmental responsibility [143]. Considering
the share of retail chains in trade, this is an important step in introducing the principles
of sustainable development. The development of PLs refers to the implementation of
sustainability principles by retail chains. It is related to the fact that in countries such
as the UK, Ireland, and Germany, PLs represent a significant part of the market, and the
implementation of the Sustainable Development Goals is an opportunity for chains to
make a difference for people, the environment, and the planet, on the one hand, and to
occupy a unique position in the market, on the other hand. The IPLC report presents
actions taken by retail chains in the UK, Ireland, Germany, France, Italy, Portugal, Spain,
and the Netherlands to develop sustainable PLs [10].

The producer perspective refers to changing the production structure and introducing
sustainable production principles. It is a production means that is less harmful to the
environment, more innovative, and not focused solely on the aspect of lowest prices.
Striving to minimize production costs leads to unbalanced production processes due to the
focus on the mass production of products with the lowest unit costs. The development of
sustainable PLs will allow for diversification, which will be beneficial for both financial and
environmental reasons. The consumer perspective means the presence of better quality,
more sustainably produced products on the market, as well as less processed products.
In addition, consumers may perceive sustainable PLs as quality signals, thus providing a
guarantee of a certain means of sustainable production. A positive consumer perception of
quality labels means self-reported willingness to pay a higher price [132].

In conclusion, the development of PLs in an autonomous community such as the com-
munity of Tenerife is moving towards sustainability factors. On the one hand, consumers
perceive improvements in quality, sustainability of production, local and organic produc-
tion, degree of processing and nutritional aspects. On the other hand, price ranks first
among the factors of choice. At the same time, retail chains are undertaking sustainability
activities that address issues of great concern. In addition, the same retail chains operate in
Tenerife as in mainland Spain. Therefore, it can be concluded that PLs are evolving towards
sustainable brands, but it is likely that this will depend on consumer attitudes and further
actions taken by retail chains.

Our study has some limitations. We focus on food products, without including other
categories of consumer goods. We do not compare the quality of PL products with producer
brands. Future studies should include comparisons of the quality and prices of PL products
and products offered under manufacturers’ brands. It would also be important to analyze
the development of PLs in organic product categories. It would be worthwhile to analyze
to what extent the sustainability issue is present in relation to the PLs of retail chains
depending on the retail format (e.g., discount chains).
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5. Conclusions

Our research has shown that lower prices compared to leading brands has been
the first factor contributing to choosing PLs in the autonomous community of Tenerife
during the COVID-19 pandemic. However, consumers perceive PL changes in terms of
increased availability, improved quality, and image. PL food products were evaluated in
the context of selected sustainability aspects. Consumers emphasized freshness, low levels
of processing, and environmentally friendly production. This points to the development of
PLs towards sustainable PLs, which should be combined with the retailers’ sustainability
efforts, including reductions in plastic and food waste, the promotion of organic products,
increasing the range of PL organic food, introducing environmentally friendly packaging,
and developing and favoring local production.

Our study is useful for retail companies looking to develop sustainable PLs, and helps
to identify tools and methods to achieve a competitive advantage based on sustainability.
Only the joint activities of international retail chains and local retailers in large markets
and smaller communities will help to realize the goals of sustainable retailing.
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