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Abstract

This study explores the role of organic food within sustainable tourism in Slovenia, with particular
attention to consumer expectations, trust in organic certification, willingness to pay a price premium,
and the interpretation of sustainability labels, especially the Slovenia Green scheme. Data were
collected through an online survey conducted in Slovenia in 2025 (n = 324) and analysed using
descriptive statistics, non-parametric tests, and exploratory factor analysis to examine key
dimensions of sustainable tourism perceptions. The results show that organic food is generally
recognised as an important element of sustainable tourism and is most often associated with
environmental protection, health benefits, and food safety. The study also identified a clear gap
between consumer expectations and certification requirements, as many respondents associated the
Slovenia Green label with certified organic dishes, although organic food is not mandatory within
the scheme. Consumer trust in organic food was moderate to high, and most respondents expressed
willingness to pay a price premium for certified organic menu items, indicating market potential
within the tourism and hospitality sector. The findings highlight the need for clearer communication
of certification scope, better alignment between sustainability labels and consumer expectations, and
targeted education and capacity building among tourism providers. Overall, organic food remains
an underutilised but strategically relevant component of sustainable tourism development in
Slovenia.

Keywords: organic food; consumer expectations; sustainable tourism; certification; Slovenia

1. Introduction

Sustainable tourism has become an important area of practice and research in recent decades,
with an increasing focus on environmental protection, the preservation of local culture, and the
overall well-being of host communities. To reduce the negative environmental impacts of the global
tourism industry, tourists are increasingly required to adopt more environmentally friendly
behaviours [1]. In this context, food consumption emerges as one of the key domains through which
tourism can actively contribute to the achievement of sustainability goals. As part of this growing
trend, organic food has become an important element in the tourism industry and is increasingly
recognized as a key component of an authentic and sustainable tourist experience. Organic food, with
its emphasis on environmentally friendly production methods, allows destinations to align their
gastronomic offerings with the goals of sustainable tourism. Previous studies indicate that quality of
life, with a particular emphasis on nutrition, has become an increasingly important concern for
modern consumers as well as for the hospitality and tourism market. Within tourism settings, food
consumption therefore represents not only a functional necessity but also a significant determinant
of perceived experience quality and individual well-being. The growing focus on healthy and safe
food has positioned organic products at the forefront of gastronomic trends, encouraging hospitality
providers to incorporate organic foods into their offerings [2]. Gastronomy constitutes a core element
of the tourism experience; local and regional food systems have increasingly become key factors in
destination attractiveness. In the context of gastronomic tourism, growing interest in local cuisine,
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organic food, and slow food has led to the rise of organic restaurants as important providers of
healthy and sustainable dining options. Destination managers should highlight both the availability
of organic food and the ecological advantages associated with such offerings. Well-designed
communication strategies that emphasize sustainability practices can enhance perceived value and
increase consumers’ willingness to pay a price premium [3].

This paper examines consumer expectations and perceptions related to key sustainability
attributes and explores the role of organic food in Slovenian sustainable tourism. The study focuses
on the integration of organic products into the tourism sector, particularly within Slovenia Green,
addressing three key aspects: consumer expectations regarding organic food offerings, their level of
trust in organic products, and their willingness to pay a price premium for organic menu items. By
analysing these aspects, the paper identifies key challenges and opportunities related to the
integration of organic food into Slovenia’s tourism industry and contributes to the broader discourse
on sustainable tourism development.

Based on research aims, the article proceeds as follows: Section 2 reviews the relevant literature
on sustainable tourism, organic food, certification and labelling, and guest expectations. Section 3
outlines the methodology, including the study area, sample characteristics, survey questionnaire
design, and the statistical methods used for data analysis. Section 4 presents the results, Section 5
discusses the findings, and Section 6 concludes the paper with implications and directions for future
research.

2. Literature Review

2.1. Sustainable Tourism and Environmental Impacts

Tourism development is closely associated with the quality of the natural environment. A well-
preserved and hospitable environment constitutes a fundamental condition for sustainable tourism
development and simultaneously represents an important attraction for visitors. Accordingly,
maintaining or improving environmental quality is widely regarded as a prerequisite for the long-
term competitiveness and attractiveness of tourism destinations [4]. Environmental protection is
therefore consistently identified as a core component of sustainable development [5].

Although tourism depends on natural resources, it also contributes significantly to
environmental pressures. Previous research identifies tourism as one of the major sources of
greenhouse gas emissions and energy consumption at the global level [6]. Tourism-related activities
are estimated to account for approximately 8% of global greenhouse gas emissions [7]. Food
production and consumption within tourism further contribute to environmental impacts,
particularly through greenhouse gas emissions. As the environmental footprint varies substantially
across food categories, food choices in tourism have been identified as a potential lever for climate
change mitigation [8].

The interdependence between tourism and the environment suggests that the long-term
viability of tourism is contingent upon effective environmental management and the promotion of
sustainable consumption practices [9]. In this context, demand for green destinations has increased,
positioning sustainable tourism development as an important determinant of destination
competitiveness, visitor satisfaction, and long-term economic performance [10]. Environmentally
sustainable tourist behaviour is commonly described as responsible participation in tourism
activities, characterized by heightened environmental awareness and sensitivity [9]. Entrepreneurs
are widely recognized as key actors in advancing sustainability transitions in tourism; however, their
influence depends on interconnected dynamics across micro-, meso-and macro-level contexts [11].
Among the supporting measures, participation in training programs is frequently emphasized as a
mechanism for increasing awareness of tourism’s environmental impacts and for strengthening the
competencies required to implement sustainable practices [12].

2.2. Organic Food and Tourism
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Locally produced food represents a distinctive destination resource that contributes to tourism
competitiveness and attractiveness [13]. It plays a role in shaping destination image and functions as
a tourist attraction by emphasizing regional identity and authenticity [14,15]. In recent years,
scholarly attention has increasingly shifted toward organic food, which extends beyond the notion of
locality by prioritizing environmentally friendly production methods, health considerations, and
ethical principles. In tourism contexts, organic food addresses broader sustainability objectives and
aligns with growing consumer demand for environmentally responsible and health-oriented food
choice [16].

A substantial body of literature demonstrates that organic food production is associated with
lower negative environmental impacts compared to conventional production systems [17-19].
Organic food is therefore produced using more environmentally sustainable practices and is widely
perceived as healthier than conventional food products [20]. Organic farming systems prohibit the
use of synthetic pesticides, fertilizers, antibiotics, hormones, additives, genetically modified
organisms, nanotechnology, and ionizing radiation, thereby reducing potential health risks for
consumers. Moreover, empirical studies indicate that organic farming promotes higher levels of
health-enhancing compounds, including polyphenols, polyunsaturated fatty acids, vitamins, and
minerals, compared to conventional farming methods [21].

Concerns regarding the potential negative health effects of conventional food have contributed
to increasing interest in organic food consumption [22]. At the European Union level, organic
production is defined as an overall system of farm management and food production that combines
best environmental and climate action practices, a high level of biodiversity, the preservation of
natural resources, and high animal welfare standards, in response to growing consumer demand for
products produced using natural substances and processes [23]. Accordingly, organic farming is
widely regarded as a promising agricultural approach with positive ecological and social
implications [24].

2.3. Certification, Standards, and Regulatory Frameworks

The expansion of organic food production and sustainable tourism has been accompanied by
the development of certification, inspection, and accreditation systems aimed at ensuring consumer
protection, preventing fraudulent practices, and promoting fair competition. In parallel, stricter food
safety and quality requirements have contributed to the proliferation of quality assurance schemes
and certification programs within the agri-food sector [25].

The demand for sustainable products has encouraged the development of organic certification
systems [26]. Organic farming legislation regulates inspection and certification across all stages of
production, processing, packaging, and labelling. While the legal framework for organic production
is harmonized at the European Union level, member states retain the authority to regulate specific
aspects at the national level. References for organic production are permitted only for establishments
included in official control and certification systems and must be clearly communicated to avoid
misleading consumers. Traceability of organic food in catering is regulated by national legislation,
which provides a legal basis for control and certification processes. Slovenia introduced its first
legislation governing the certification of organic food and organic ingredients on menus in 2010.
Subsequent minor amendments were introduced, and the current legislation is set out in the relevant
national rulebook. In gastronomy, references to organic production are allowed in three cases: (i)
when the entire operation complies with organic production requirements, (ii) when menus consist
of at least 95% organic ingredients, and (iii) when mentioning one or more ingredients of a dish, if
the ingredient is organically produced and it is indicated for each food which ingredients are
organically produced. Certification bodies conduct on-site inspections at least once per year, and
certified establishments are required to display valid certificates prominently. Despite the existence
of a comprehensive regulatory framework, certified organic gastronomy remains relatively limited
in Slovenia, with only 11 certified operators recorded as of December 2025 [27].
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The European accommodation sector features a diverse array of ecolabels; each built on
certification systems tailored to various types of lodging facilities. These ecolabels differ in their
promotional strategies and exhibit varying levels of influence, as evidenced by the number and types
of facilities they certify [28]. A notable national example is the Slovenia Green label, which functions
as the umbrella brand of the Green Scheme of Slovenian Tourism and provides tourism providers
with a structured framework for sustainability assessment and continuous improvement [29].

2.4. Consumer Expectations, Trust, and Willingness to Pay

Consumer expectations and perceptions play a central role in determining the effectiveness of
sustainability labels and certification schemes. Despite regulatory efforts to limit misleading
environmental claims, greenwashing remains widespread and continues to undermine progress
toward sustainability [30]. Previous studies indicate that trust in eco-labels enhances their usage,
while awareness of third-party certification further strengthens both trust and adoption [31].

Empirical evidence suggests that consumers increasingly consider green labelling when
selecting tourism destinations and accommodation facilities. Approximately one-third of European
tourists report paying attention to ecolabels when choosing a vacation, and clearly communicated
green practices and certifications have been shown to increase demand and foster guest loyalty
[32,33]. Furthermore, guests are more likely to revisit accommodation establishments that hold
recognized green labels [33]. Tourist destination branding is a strategic process aimed at creating a
distinctive and competitive identity for a destination. Its primary goal is to position the destination
as an attractive choice for tourists in both domestic and international markets, while simultaneously
emphasizing its potential for long-term economic development. Through effective branding,
destinations can enhance their appeal, strengthen market competitiveness, and promote sustainable
growth [34]. Moreover, people are increasingly willing to align their spending with their values; they
are prepared to pay a premium for organizations that adopt environmentally responsible practices
[35].

3. Materials and Methods

3.1. Study Area

Slovenia is an alpine and Mediterranean country located in the north-east of the Adriatic Sea. It
has a wide variety of tourism assets such as mountain tourism, ski tourism, sun and beach tourism,
spa tourism, city and cultural tourism, rural tourism and gambling. The country has two million
inhabitants. In 2024, Slovenia recorded 6.6 million international and domestic tourist arrivals,
resulting in approximately 16.9 million overnight stays. Among foreign visitors, Germany
represented the most significant source market, accounting for nearly 2 million arrivals and
contributing to 16% of all foreign overnight stays. The most represented age group was 55-64 years.
The second most important source market was Italy, generating 9% of foreign overnight stays, with
the majority of visitors belonging to the 45-54 age group. Austria followed, contributing 1 million
overnight stays, equivalent to 8% of foreign overnights, where the 65+ age group was the most
represented [36]. In 2023, average spending on organic food per person per year was in Austria —292
eur in Germany 190,61 eur in Italy 65,80 eur and in Slovenia 26,60 eur [37].

Organic farming in Slovenia has expanded steadily over the past decade, both in terms of the
number of organic farms and the share of agricultural land under organic management. Data from
the organic production control system indicate that organically managed land increased from 41,237
ha in 2014 to 56,809 ha in 2024. Over the same period, the proportion of organic agricultural land rose
from 8.7% to 12.7%, reflecting sustained growth of the organic sector. The structure of organic land
use is largely shaped by Slovenia’s natural conditions, particularly its predominantly hilly and
mountainous landscape, which results in the dominance of permanent grassland and a strong
orientation toward organic livestock production. Sectoral development is further reflected in the
increasing share of organic farms, which rose from 4.6% of all farms in 2014 to 7.8% in 2024. Overall,
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these trends indicate a gradual but consistent expansion of organic farming within Slovenia’s
agricultural system [27]. By 2027 in Slovenia, the targets include achieving at least a 10% share of
organic farms, increasing the share of organically managed agricultural land to at least 18%, reaching
a minimum of 30% organic tourist farms, and establishing at least 25 certified organic gastronomy
providers [38].

3.2. Questionnaire Design and Data Collection

The conceptual framework of this study was developed based on a literature review in the fields
of sustainable tourism, organic food consumption, ecolabelling, and consumer behaviour. Data were
collected through an online survey conducted in Slovenia between 26 March and 31 May 2025, with
a total of 324 complete responses. A snowball sampling method was used, starting from the
researchers’ networks, with participation being voluntary and anonymous.

The survey, consisting of 16 questions, assessed awareness and evaluation of environmental and
sustainability labels, the perceived role of organic food in sustainable tourism, and the importance of
sustainability claims—particularly for restaurants holding the Slovenia Green label. It also examined
trust in organic food, willingness to pay a premium for certified organic dishes, and knowledge of
ecolabels in Slovenia. Sociodemographic data were collected for profiling and comparative analyses.
Prior to deployment, the survey was pre-tested with 20 consumers to ensure clarity and reliability.

3.3. Sample Characteristics

The sample included 324 respondents. Most were female (73.5%), with 25.0% male and 1.5%
choosing not to disclose their gender. The age distribution was as follows: 7.4% were 18-24 years old,
11.4% were 25-34, 27.8% were 35-44, 29.6% were 45-54, 16.0% were 55-64, and 7.7% were 65 or older.
Regarding educational attainment, 64.2% held a university degree, 17.9% had secondary education,
9.9% had college education, 7.7% held a doctoral degree, and 0.3% had primary education. For net
monthly income, the largest groups were in the €1200-€1800 (33.0%) and €1800—€2500 (27.2%) ranges,
while the smallest were above €3500 (2.5%) and up to €700 (9.0%). Most participants were employed
(73.5%), with smaller proportions of retirees (9.9%), students (8.3%), self-employed (4.9%), farmers
(2.5%), and unemployed (0.9%). Regarding place of residence, 48.8% lived in rural areas, 21.9% in
small towns, 15.4% in medium towns, and 13.9% in large cities.

3.4. Statistical Methods

Data were analysed using R 4.5.0. Descriptive statistics (percentages, quartiles, means, and SD)
summarized respondents’ characteristics and survey responses. Group differences were assessed
using Mann—-Whitney U tests with Benjamini-Hochberg correction to account for multiple correlated
variables. To compare the perceived importance of conceptually related attributes measured on the
same scale (e.g., organic versus seasonal food), paired differences were assessed using the Wilcoxon
signed-rank test, with Bonferroni correction. The underlying structure of perceptions related to
sustainable tourism was examined using exploratory factor analysis (EFA), conducted with principal
axis factoring (PAF) and oblimin rotation. Data suitability for EFA was confirmed using Bartlett’s test
of sphericity, and the number of factors was determined via parallel analysis. Model fit was evaluated
using Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI) and the Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA).

4. Results

The following section presents the results of the study, covering sample characteristics,
environmental attitudes, motivations for selecting sustainable tourism products, expectations of
sustainable tourism practices, expectations regarding organic food offerings in restaurants awarded
the Slovenia Green label, trust in organic food, and willingness to pay a premium for organic
restaurant offerings.
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In response to the question of whether their current or past employment was related to
hospitality or tourism, 21.6% of respondents answered affirmatively. Among these respondents,
experience was most reported in accommodation facilities, farm tourism, hospitality services, and
tourism-related activities. This information is important for understanding the background of the
sample, as it partially explains differences in the perception of sustainable practices between
respondents with and without professional experience in the sector.

Respondents generally exhibited pro-environmental attitudes, demonstrating low agreement
with passive environmental statements and high agreement with personally responsible behaviours.
Participants with hospitality/tourism experience tended to report slightly higher scores for positive
environmental behaviours and slightly lower scores for negative behaviours compared to those
without such experience. A statistically significant difference was observed for one statement,
whereas differences for the remaining items were not significant. These findings suggest that
professional experience in the sector may modestly enhance positive environmental attitudes,
although overall support for sustainability is widespread across the whole sample (Figure 1).

Environmental issues should
primarily be addressed by
future generations

54 p=0.193 5 p=0.315
4- 4-
3 3
25 27
1_

Environmental impacts
are often exaggerated

o 1-
| am not willing to take | am willing to make
action for the environment compromises for the benefit
unless others do the same of the environment

p = 0.200 gl p =0.01
4_
3_
2-
1_

The future of the
environment depends on
individual behaviour

=0
5_
44 No hospitality/tourism background
2 . Hospitality/tourism background
1 -

Figure 1. Distribution of respondents’ agreement scores on environmental statements, shown as violin plots,
grouped by hospitality/tourism experience (yes, no). Median scores are indicated by red points, mean scores by
blue points, and adjusted p-values (Benjamini-Hochberg correction) from Mann-Whitney tests are displayed.

- N W A~ O
'

Strongly disagree — Strongly agre

Participants’ choices of sustainable tourism products were primarily influenced by support for
the local community (75.9%) and preservation of local culture (63.3%), followed by environmental
benefits (56.8%). Participants subsequently rated the importance of various elements for inclusion in
sustainable tourism on a five-point scale (1 = not important; 5 = very important). The highest-rated
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elements were safe tap water (M = 4.74) and unspoiled nature (M = 4.58). Other highly valued factors
included the inclusion of local food (M = 4.37), seasonal food offerings (M = 4.33), and water-saving
measures (M =4.27). In contrast, guaranteed taxi transfers to hotels (M = 2.62) and thermal water (M
= 3.30) were considered less important. Overall, the results highlight participants’ prioritization of
environmental safety, nature preservation, and support for local products and services in the context
of sustainable tourism. The analysis focused on comparing preferences for organic, seasonal, and
local food elements important in sustainable tourism. Results showed that local and seasonal food
elements were rated significantly higher than the organic food element (Table 1).

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics (quartiles, mean, and standard deviation) of Participants’ Importance Ratings for

Sustainable Tourism Attributes (1=least important, 5=most important).

Element of sustainable tourism Q1l|Me| Q3| M | SD
Safe tap water 55| 5 [474|0.50
Unspoiled nature 4 | 5| 5 |458|0.59
Inclusion of local food® 4 | 4| 5 |437|0.68
Seasonal food offerings® 4 14| 5 |433|0.72
Water saving 4 | 4| 5 |427|0.63
Use of natural materials 4 | 4| 5 423|074
Organic food? 4 | 4| 5 |417 092
Employment of local residents 4 14| 5 [412]0.89
Energy saving 4 | 4| 5 |4.09|0.68
Cooperation with the local community (excursions, farm visits, etc.) 4|4 (425(4.02|0.79
Use of eco-friendly cleaning products 3|14 | 5 39094
Environmentally friendly maintenance of property areas 3|14 | 5 390|088
Recycled materials 3|4 | 4 381|084
Room cleaning and towel change upon guest request 3|4 | 4 364|110
Educational materials on sustainable destination management 3|14 | 4 |355|097
Eco-friendly cosmetics 3|4 | 4 346|115
Access to the destination by public transport 3|4 | 4 [339]1.05
Thermal water 3|13 | 4 [330]1.03
Guaranteed taxi transfer to the hotel 2 13| 3 [262]1.08

Food-related items are indicated by superscript letters (a, b). Differences between values with different letters
are statistically significant (Wilcoxon signed-rank test, Bonferroni-adjusted, a = 0.05); Ql=first quartile,
Me=median, Q3=third quartile, M=mean, SD=standard deviation.

These results provided the basis for examining the underlying structure of perceptions of
sustainable tourism, which was subsequently explored using exploratory factor analysis (EFA). Data
suitability for EFA was confirmed by Bartlett’s test of sphericity, which was statistically significant
(x*(171) = 2288.54, p < 0.001), indicating sufficient intercorrelations among variables. The number of
factors was determined through parallel analysis using principal axis factoring, which suggested the
retention of five factors, as observed eigenvalues exceeded those derived from randomly generated
data. Accordingly, a five-factor solution was retained. EFA was then conducted using principal axis
factoring with oblimin rotation, allowing for correlations among factors. The resulting model showed
acceptable fit (TLI = 0.904; RMSEA = 0.06, 90% CI [0.049, 0.072]). For clarity of presentation, only the
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highest loading per variable is reported, using a cutoff of 0.30, facilitating concise interpretation of
the factor structure (Figure 2).

Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA)

PA1=Eco & Natural Products
PA3=Local Engagement

9K 08 RA4 PA4=Resource Saving

0 PA2=Guest Services & Offer
S " ) PAS=Naturalness
13 - 0.3

Factor name Element of sustainable tourism

PAl=Eco & Natural Products 11=Use of eco-friendly cleaning products

PAl=Eco & Natural Products 16=Eco-friendly cosmetics

PAl=Eco & Natural Products 7=Organic food

PA1=Eco & Natural Products 12=Environmentally friendly maintenance of property areas
PA1=Eco & Natural Products 6=Use of natural materials

PA3=Local Engagement 3=Inclusion of local food

PA3=Local Engagement 8=Employment of local residents

PA3=Local Engagement 4=Seasonal food offerings

No Factor 17=Access to the destination by public transport

PA4=Resource Saving 9=Energy saving

PA4=Resource Saving 5=Water saving

PA4=Resource Saving 13=Recycled materials

PA2=Guest Services & Offer 18=Thermal water

PA2=Guest Services & Offer 19=Guaranteed taxi transfer to the hotel

PA2=Guest Services & Offer 15=Educational materials on sustainable destination management
PA2=Guest Services & Offer 14=Room cleaning and towel change upon guest request
PA2=Guest Services & Offer 10=Cooperation with the local community (excursions, farm visits...)
PA5=Naturalness 2=Unspoiled nature

PA5=Naturalness 1=Safe tap water

The numbers from 1 to 19 rank the elements according to their mean importance, where

1 indicates the most important element.
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Figure 2. Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA) diagram showing factor loadings of sustainable tourism attributes.

Five interrelated factors are depicted, with loadings > 0.30 displayed.

Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA) revealed five interrelated factors, accounting for 48% of the
total variance, representing key dimensions of sustainable tourism considered important by
respondents: Local Engagement, Naturalness, Resource Saving, Guest Services & Offer, and Eco &
Natural Products. Most factors were positively correlated, indicating that respondents who value one
dimension tend to also appreciate the other dimensions of sustainable tourism. Interestingly,
accessibility via public transport did not load significantly on any factor, suggesting that this aspect
largely depends on the destination’s location and infrastructure rather than the provider’s
management practices.

Respondents were asked about their expectations regarding restaurants carrying the Slovenia
Green label, a national sustainability certification in Slovenia. The largest proportion of respondents
(66.4 %) expected that dishes would be prepared primarily from local ingredients, whereas 42.6 %
expected the entire menu to be certified organic, and 33.3 % anticipated at least one certified organic
meal. Expectations for individual certified organic dishes were lower (21.9 %), and relatively few
respondents associated the label with predominantly plant-based meals (7.7 %) or Fairtrade
ingredients (13.0 %). These results indicate that, within this sample, the Slovenia Green label is
primarily perceived as a signal of local sourcing and community engagement, rather than as an
indicator of organic certification.

Trust in organic products was generally moderate to high (M =4.9, SD = 1.4). The majority of
participants (64.5 %) reported high levels of trust (ratings 5-7), 21.6 % indicated a neutral stance, and
a smaller proportion (13.9 %) expressed low trust. These findings suggest that, although organic
foods are largely perceived as credible, a degree of hesitancy persists among a subset of consumers.

Participants” knowledge of organic labels was assessed by asking them to identify recognized
certifications from a list of nine options, of which only two were correct (Demeter and the official
organic logo). Only 23.8 % of respondents correctly identified both labels without selecting any
incorrect options, whereas 30.2 % correctly identified one label without choosing any incorrect ones.
These results indicate that while more than half of respondents possess at least partial recognition of
organic certifications, comprehensive knowledge remains limited.

Finally, respondents were asked about their willingness to pay a premium for certified organic
menu items. A substantial majority (84%) reported willingness to pay a higher price, indicating that
organic certification is perceived as a value-adding attribute. This suggests that restaurateurs and
tourism providers could leverage organic certification within their sustainable offerings to better
align with consumer expectations.

5. Discussion

The findings of this study provide insight into the role of organic food within sustainable
tourism in Slovenia and into consumer expectations regarding its presence in tourism and hospitality
services. Although organic food is widely recognised as one of the most sustainable food production
systems, its integration into the HORECA sector remains relatively limited.

The results indicate that consumers most strongly associate sustainable tourism with the
availability of local and seasonal food, both of which were rated significantly higher than organic
food. These findings are consistent with previous studies highlighting the importance of local food
in shaping destination image and tourist satisfaction [13-15]. At the same time, factor analysis results
show that organic food is perceived as a distinct sustainability attribute rather than as a direct
component of local and seasonal supply. Consumers primarily associate organic food with
environmental protection, health, food safety, and ethical production practices, which is consistent
with earlier research [20-22].

An important contribution of this study is the identification of an expectation—certification gap
related to the Slovenia Green label. Although organic food is not a mandatory requirement within

© 2025 by the author(s). Distributed under a Creative Commons CC BY license.


https://doi.org/10.20944/preprints202602.0987.v1
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Preprints.org (www.preprints.org) | NOT PEER-REVIEWED | Posted: 13 February 2026 d0i:10.20944/preprints202602.0987.v1

10 of 12

this umbrella sustainability scheme, a substantial share of respondents associated the label with
certified organic dishes. This finding supports previous research indicating that sustainability labels
often function as general signals of responsible practices rather than as precisely understood
guarantees of specific measures [28,32,33].

Consumer trust in organic food was generally moderate to high, and most respondents
expressed willingness to pay a price premium for certified organic dishes, indicating market potential
for organic food integration in the Slovenian HORECA sector. However, transparent communication
of sustainability claims remains essential to prevent greenwashing risks [30].

From a sustainability and policy perspective, the results highlight the need for improved
alignment between sustainability certification schemes and consumer expectations, clearer
communication of certification scope, and targeted education and capacity building among tourism
providers. The gradual introduction of minimum organic food standards within sustainability
schemes could further strengthen label credibility and contribute to broader sustainability and food
system transition goals.

Overall, the findings suggest that organic food remains an underutilised but strategically
relevant component of sustainable tourism development in Slovenia. Addressing the expectation gap
through improved communication, education, and, where appropriate, strengthened certification
frameworks could support the long-term integration of organic food into sustainable tourism.

6. Conclusions

The results confirm that organic food is recognised as an important component of sustainable
tourism and is primarily associated with environmental protection, health benefits, and food safety.
A key finding is the expectation—certification gap related to the Slovenia Green label. Although
organic food is not a mandatory requirement within this scheme, a substantial share of respondents
associated the label with certified organic dishes. This highlights the symbolic role of sustainability
labels and the potential risk of misinterpretation or perceived greenwashing if sustainability claims
are not communicated clearly and transparently. The results also indicate important opportunities
for tourism and hospitality providers. Consumer trust in organic food was moderate to high, and
most respondents expressed willingness to pay a price premium for certified organic dishes. These
findings suggest that certified organic food can represent a value-adding element in the Slovenian
HORECA sector.

In addition, it would be worthwhile to consider increasing the integration of organic food into
tourism and hospitality offerings from the perspective of international demand. Slovenia attracts
many tourists from countries where the consumption of organic products is already well established.
It is therefore likely that foreign visitors would also perceive organic food as an important element
of a sustainable gastronomic experience and would be willing to pay a price premium for it. Since
domestic respondents expressed a moderate to high willingness to purchase certified organic dishes,
similar behaviour could be expected among international tourists. Future research could therefore
expand the sample to include foreign visitors and examine to what extent they miss organic food in
Slovenian hospitality offerings, as well as their expectations regarding sustainability certifications in
tourism.

From a policy perspective, the findings highlight the need for stronger alignment between
sustainability labels and consumer expectations, clearer communication of certification scope, and
targeted education and capacity building among tourism providers. Supporting the integration of
organic food in tourism could contribute to achieving national organic development targets and
strengthening the organic value chain.
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