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ABSTRACT
Creating connections between consumers and producers (rela-
tional proximity) seems a promising approach to foster sustainable 
consumption behaviour in international food supply. In this inter-
vention study, we tested three experiential marketing interventions 
to connect consumers to producers of an international community- 
supported agriculture (CSA) partnership for coffee (Teikei Coffee). 
Consumers (N = 136), recruited at a fair for sustainable products and 
lifestyles in Germany, (a) watched a promotional video about the 
coffee CSA, (b) attended a presentation of the coffee CSA, or (c) 
participated in a mindful tasting experience of the CSA coffee. 
Findings indicate that experiential marketing tools, to varying 
degrees, indeed create connections from consumers to producers, 
thereby fostering sustainable consumption behaviour. The findings 
can inform international food supply marketing efforts aimed at 
stimulating sustainable consumption.
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Introduction

International food supply often creates negative externalities, such as unequal distribu-
tion of risks and benefits among supply chain actors (Mcmichael, 2013), ecological 
damage caused by industrial agriculture (Weis, 2010), or high greenhouse gas (GHG) 
emissions due to long distance transportation (Prell, 2016). Large geographical distances 
between production and consumption, as well as large relational distances between 
producers and consumers contribute to this lack of sustainability (Princen, 1997; Weber 
et al., 2020). Clapp (2015) highlights different negative effects of distances in global food 
supply, for instance, distances obscure exploitative features of the production process as 
well as the full social and ecological costs of a product. Consequently, consumers are 
often not aware of the negative impacts their consumption may cause (Princen, 2002). 
Yet, even if they become aware of negative impacts, consumers often do not change their 
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behaviour due to the aforementioned large geographical and relational distances (Clapp, 
2015; Iles, 2005).

Connecting consumers to producers, referred to as creating ‘relational proximity’, 
has become an objective of food initiatives and businesses to foster sustainability in 
international food supply (Weber et al., 2020). Providing (environmental) product 
information to consumers can enhance sustainable consumption behaviour (Leire & 
Thidell, 2005), and marketing might become ‘a means to enable sustainable con-
sumption’ (Kemper et al., 2019, p. 1). Kemper and Ballantine (2019) distinguish 
between auxiliary, reformative, and transformative sustainability marketing. Auxiliary 
marketing promotes sustainable products, reformative marketing promotes sustain-
able behaviour, whereas transformative marketing promotes sustainable changes of 
current institutions and norms. Yet, information and knowledge alone do not suffice 
to change behaviour (O’Brien, 2013; O’Rourke & Ringer, 2016). Emotions and experi-
ences are important drivers of sustainable behaviour (Ives et al., 2018; Villarino & Font, 
2015) and influence consumer choices (Holbrook & Hirschman, 1982). Thus, marketing 
that connects consumers through experience to a brand (Brakus et al., 2009; Schmitt, 
1999) or places (Iaia et al., 2016), i.e. experiential marketing, offers a promising 
approach to foster sustainable consumption behaviour (Dettori, 2019; Eiseman & 
Jonsson, 2019).

However, there is little empirical evidence of if and how experiential marketing 
tools can connect consumers with producers and thereby foster sustainable consump-
tion behaviour. To address this question, we empirically examine the effectiveness of 
three experiential marketing tools, compared to a conservative control condition, 
using the international community-supported agriculture (CSA) partnership Teikei 
Coffee that offers coffee produced by farmers in Mexico to consumers in Germany 
and Switzerland as a case study.

Coffee consumers (N = 136), recruited at a fair for sustainable products, services, and 
lifestyles, were randomly assigned to (a) watch a promotional video about the CSA, (b) 
attend a presentation of a CSA team member, or (c) participate in an audio-guided 
mindful coffee tasting. A control group received a leaflet with written information about 
the Teikei Coffee CSA – contrary to a typical control group without treatment – to 
examine if the experiential marketing tools outperform the traditional text-based mar-
keting tool. We examined the effects of these marketing interventions on five depen-
dent variables: consumers’ perceived relational proximity (consumer-to-producer 
connection), intention to become a paying member of the CSA, attitude regarding 
sustainable consumption, willingness-to-pay, and product evaluation. Before data col-
lection and analysis, we pre-registered the study design (hypotheses, data analysis) on 
the Open Science Framework (OSF)1 platform for transparency and quality of data 
collection and analysis.

Random participant assignment allows for causal inferences based on the experimen-
tal approach (i.e. internal validity), while applied real-world context maximises the study’s 
external validity. We provide empirical evidence for the potential of experiential market-
ing for fostering sustainability as conceptualised by Dettori (2019), Eiseman and Jonsson 
(2019), and others. The study findings can support sustainable food businesses in adopt-
ing measures that connect geographically-distant consumers to producers while market-
ing their products to foster sustainable consumption.
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Case description

Founded in 2016, Teikei Coffee applies the local concept of community-supported agriculture 
(CSA) to the international level and is one of a few international CSAs (Rommel, 2019; Weber 
et al., 2020). The company facilitates a short supply chain from coffee farmers in Mexico, 
a sailboat cargo shipping company, two roasters in Germany and Switzerland, to consumers 
in Germany and Switzerland. Consumers can become members and pay up-front, pre- 
financing the next year of coffee production in return for a share of the harvest. The 
intention is to equally distribute risks between producers and consumers (Bloemmen 
et al., 2015). All supply chain actors negotiate prices together to ensure they meet everyone’s 
needs. Virtual communication and face-to-face meetings between the team in Europe and 
the team in Mexico builds trust. In 2018, Teikei Coffee handled 11 tonnes of green coffee 
beans with two full-time employees and 15 volunteers. Teikei Coffee is one of the pioneering 
companies that aims to build direct relationships from consumers to producers across large 
geographical and relational distances (Weber et al., 2020).

Theoretical background and hypotheses

Consumer-producer connection and sustainable consumption

International food businesses use different marketing tools when attempting to connect 
supply chain actors to foster sustainability. Because of the large geographical distance 
between consumers and producers and other constraints, most marketing tools create 
only indirect (not personal) connections. In addition, most connections are unidirectional, 
connecting consumers to producers, and rarely the other way around (reciprocity). 
Established consumer-producer connection (relational proximity) can be defined as con-
sumers’ possessing knowledge and/or caring about the producers (Kneafsey et al., 2008). 
Such relational proximity is assumed to contribute to sustainable consumption behaviour.

Sustainable consumption behaviour is defined as ‘individual acts of satisfying needs [. . .] 
by acquiring, using and disposing goods and services that do not compromise the ecolo-
gical and socioeconomic conditions of all people (currently living or in the future) to satisfy 
their own needs’ (Geiger et al., 2018, p. 20). We focus here on purchasing behaviour because 
this is a key means through which consumers create impact (Grunert, 2011). Food purchas-
ing choices can consider ecological aspects such as organic production or low GHG emission 
transport and socio-economic aspects such as fair payment or CSA principles related to the 
product. In this study, we focus on four proxies for sustainable consumption behaviour, 
including consumers’ product evaluation (Saari et al., 2018), their attitude towards sustain-
able consumption (Verma, 2014), intention for long-term commitment (here, CSA member-
ship) (Hayden & Buck, 2012), and their willingness-to-pay for sustainable or socially 
responsible products (Tully & Winer, 2014). CSA schemes align with transformative sustain-
ability marketing as they offer significant changes in economic interactions and exchange.

Experiential marketing interventions

Connecting consumers to producers to foster sustainable consumption behaviour can be 
facilitated through experiencing each other’s work and life situations (Dowler et al., 2009; 
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Kneafsey et al., 2008; Thompson & Coskuner-Balli, 2007). As mentioned above, we focus 
here on indirect and unidirectional connections facilitated through experiential marketing 
tools (Dettori, 2019; Schmitt, 1999). Experiential marketing is based on the assumption 
that consumers’ choices are not only guided by rationality and information but involve ‘a 
steady flow of fantasies, feelings, and fun’ (Holbrook & Hirschman, 1982, p. 132). 
Experiential marketing allows consumers to sense, feel, think, act, and/or relate to the 
marketed product, service, or company (Schmitt, 1999). Eiseman and Jonsson (2019) 
propose the coffee drinking experience as a lever for engagement with sustainability, in 
particular climate change. In this study, we examine three experiential marketing tools, 
targeting (a) affective (feel), (b) cognitive (think), and (c) sensory (sense) experiences, 
regarding their potential for connecting consumers with producers and outperforming 
traditional marketing tools (i.e. control condition with leaflet information).

A – Watching a promotional video about the CSA product and company (affective)
We selected a promotional video to facilitate an affective consumer experience. 
Emotional videos have been used successfully to create empathy (Cargile, 2016), which 
can influence pro-social behaviour (Eisenberg, 2007). A video allows consumers to vir-
tually travel to geographically distant places and people – through dynamic pictures, 
emotional music, and verbatim quotes of people.

B – Attending a presentation of a CSA team member (cognitive)
For the cognitive experience, we selected an in-person presentation by a CSA team 
member that seeks to create a direct relationship with the consumer. Relationships rely 
on trust, anchored in reputation, reciprocity, and repetition (Ostrom, 2003). It is important 
that the team member possesses reputation and credibility through direct contact with 
the producers (here coffee farmers). By sharing this first-hand experience, the presenter 
partially represents the producers, and builds an indirect personal relationship between 
the producers and the consumers in the audience. In addition, the presenter creates an 
interactive setting, in which consumers are encouraged to ask questions in order to gain 
a comprehensive understanding of the CSA model and its principles.

C – Participating in an audio-guided mindful product tasting (sensory)
For the sensory experience, we developed an audio-guided mindful coffee tasting experi-
ence (see Kabat-Zinn, 2005). Sensory marketing engages the consumers’ senses with the 
objective to ‘affect [. . .] their perception, judgment and behavior’ (Krishna, 2012, p. 333). 
For coffee drinking experiences, Bhumiratana et al. (2014) have compiled 44 terms that 
express a wide range of emotions. Mindfulness is ‘awareness that emerges through 
paying attention on purpose, in the present moment, and nonjudgmentally to the 
unfolding of experience’ (Kabat-Zinn, 2003, p. 145). The mindful raisin-eating exercise 
has, for instance, been found to lead to higher enjoyment of food (Hong et al., 2014). 
Other studies indicate that mindful activities in general can influence sustainable con-
sumption behaviour (see Fischer et al., 2017 for a review; Wamsler et al., 2018).

D – Control condition: reading a leaflet with information about the CSA
Providing relevant product information (e.g. sustainability performance) can foster sus-
tainable purchasing behaviour, in particular, if consumers are already committed to 
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sustainability (O’Rourke & Ringer, 2016). Traditional marketing widely uses websites, 
newsletters, leaflets, and other text-based communication tools. Hence, consumers in 
our control group received detailed information about the CSA project through a leaflet. 
Compared to no information at all, this control condition allows us to examine whether, to 
what extent, and why our experiential marketing tools outperform traditional marketing 
approaches.

Hypotheses

The first hypothesis of this study explores the link between experiential marketing and 
relational proximity between consumers and producers: 

H1: The three experiential marketing tools (A, B, C) increase the level of perceived relational 
proximity from the coffee consumers to Teikei Coffee and its team (H1a) and to the coffee 
producers (H1b) more than the control intervention.

Studies have shown that experiential marketing positively correlates with consumers 
being satisfied with the product or service (You-Ming, 2010). To promote sustainable 
consumption for the mass market, marketing scholars suggest to focus on product- 
specific features, such as the coffee’s taste, and to not primarily promote its sustainability 
performance (Saari et al., 2018). Therefore, we hypothesise: 

H2: The three experiential marketing interventions (A, B, C) have a greater positive effect on 
consumers’ evaluation of the coffee than the control intervention.

Studies have shown that feelings and beliefs about the environment determine 
attitudes more so than knowledge (Pooley & O’Connor, 2000) and that experiential 
marketing in particular can have a positive effect on consumers’ attitude towards the 
marketed product or service (Balakumar & Swarnalatha, 2015). Taking into account that 
the three interventions market distinct aspects of sustainable consumption directly 
related to Teikei Coffee, we hypothesise: 

H3: The three experiential marketing interventions (A, B, C) have a greater positive effect on 
consumers’ attitude regarding sustainable consumption than the control intervention.

Studies have shown that if consumers feel emotionally connected to a product or 
a company, it increases their product or brand loyalty (Brakus et al., 2009; Debucquet 
et al., 2020). Therefore, we hypothesise: 

H4: The experiential marketing interventions A and B attract consumers to become a member 
of the Teikei Coffee CSA more than the control intervention.

Finally, studies have shown that if consumers know more about a product or 
a company, it increases their willingness-to-pay (WTP) (Dwivedi et al., 2018). The product 
itself might not be the decisive factor; it could also be the company’s mission. Other 
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studies have shown, however, that product tasting alone might not influence consumers’ 
WTP (Torquati et al., 2018). Therefore, we hypothesise: 

H5: The three experiential marketing interventions (A, B, C) have a greater positive effect on 
consumers’ WTP for Teikei coffee (higher price) than the control intervention (H5a), with 
interventions A and B having a stronger positive effect than intervention C (H5b).

Methods and procedure

Study setting, recruitment, participants, sample size

Data were collected at the ‘Heldenmarkt’ in Hannover, Germany on September 14–15, 
2019 – an annual national consumer fair for sustainable products, services, and lifestyles, 
which attracted around 2,000 visitors in 2019 (HAZ, 2019). Study participants were 
recruited on both days between 10am and 6pm when passing by the Teikei Coffee 
exhibition booth. Requirements for participation were being at least 18 years of age 
and drinking coffee. Participation was incentivised by entering a lottery to win one of 
five packages of Teikei coffee (250g, €9.50). Participants were randomly assigned to one of 
the three experimental interventions or the control condition using the random numbers 
function in Microsoft Excel. After the respective intervention or reading the CSA leaflet 
(control group), participants completed a questionnaire.

A total of 136 fair visitors across all four experimental groups (n = 34 per condi-
tion), participated in the study. The minimum target sample size with sufficient 
power was N = 96 participants overall (n = 24 per condition). We conducted an 
a-priori sample size analysis in G*Power (Faul et al., 2007), which yielded these target 
numbers for a one-way ANOVA with four conditions, a type-1 error level of α = .05, 
a minimal test power of 1-β = .90 and a theoretically-assumed effect of f = 0.4. To 
further increase statistical power and to be able to detect potentially smaller effect 
sizes, we pre-registered a-priori to recruit additional participants beyond this mini-
mum. We did not analyse any data before data collection was completed (Simmons 
et al., 2011, 2018). As pre-registered, six participants had to be excluded because 
their scores exceeded the pre-defined exclusion criterion: > ± 2.5 standard deviations 
(SD) from the cell mean (see OSF pre-registration).

Independent variable: experiential marketing interventions

The video intervention (A) featured a promotional video (2:50 min) of Teikei Coffee 
with short statements by the founder, team members and coffee farmers, as well as 
short film sequences from all supply chain phases. The video included direct, 
verbatim quotes, emotional music, and close-ups of team members’ faces. It con-
veyed Teikei Coffee’s mission, supply chain activities, international business partners, 
involved people (with names and faces), and sustainability features.

The presentation intervention (B) featured a talk (ca. 20 min) given by a team member 
of Teikei Coffee, who had spent three months in Mexico with the coffee farmers and had 
sailed back with the ship delivering coffee to Germany. Printed pictures (A4) of coffee 
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farmers and places supported and visualised the presentation. The member presented the 
general model of coffee CSAs in detail, for example, explaining the price model and 
benefits of up-front payments, as well as the specific Teikei Coffee CSA partnership, using 
personal stories, impressions, and experiences. Between 4 and 5 participants attended 
each presentation and were allowed to ask questions at the end.

The mindful coffee tasting intervention (C) used an audio file (5:30 min) to guide 
participants in experiencing a cup of Teikei coffee in a mindful way, from smelling, 
touching, and hearing, to tasting it. Participants received the hot-brewed coffee as they 
usually drink it (with/without milk and/or sugar). The mindful tasting exercise did not 
include any information about Teikei Coffee as a CSA company.

The control intervention featured a leaflet with detailed information about Teikei 
Coffee, its CSA concept, supply chain activities, international business partners, and 
sustainability aspects. Contrary to a typical control group without treatment, we opted 
for a conservative test, in which the control group received written information about the 
CSA, in order to examine if the experiential marketing tools outperform the traditional 
text-based marketing tool.

Table 1 summarises key features of the four interventions.

Dependent variables

The dependent variables were measured with a questionnaire that participants 
completed subsequent to the intervention. In line with the core focus of this 
research, we first explored participants’ perceived connection (relational proximity) 
to (a) Teikei Coffee and its team (‘I feel close to/identify with/feel connected to the 
project Teikei Coffee’) and (b) to the Teikei coffee farmers (‘I feel close to/identify 
with/feel connected to the coffee farmers’), also using the inclusion of other in self 
scale (Aron et al., 1992; detailed on OSF).

We next assessed participants’ sustainable consumption behaviour by exploring their 
(1) evaluation of the product Teikei coffee (‘I like the Teikei coffee’; 1 = not at all; 7 = very 
much) and (2) their attitude regarding sustainable consumption (e.g. ‘It is important to me 
that my food is transported with as little CO2 emissions as possible’; five items, α = .79). We 
also assessed (3) participants’ intention to become a paying member of the Teikei Coffee 
CSA (‘I can imagine becoming a member of a Teikei Coffee consumer community and with 
that receiving the coffee delivery about 4 times a year’; 1 = not at all; 7 = very much), and 
(4) their willingness to pay for the Teikei coffee (‘How much would you pay for 500g Teikei 
Coffee?’; in €).

Finally, the survey asked for participants’ age, gender, highest educational degree, 
political orientation, net monetary income per month, previous knowledge about CSA 
principles and the coffee business Teikei Coffee, as well as their subjective importance of 
sustainable consumption.

Figure 1 visualises the hypothesised interrelations between independent and depen-
dent variables.
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Data analysis & results

Relational proximity

In a first step, we compared all interventions against the control intervention with a one- 
way ANOVA. In line with hypothesis H1, we found significant and large main effects of the 
experiential marketing interventions on (H1a) consumers’ perceived relational proximity 
towards Teikei Coffee and its team, F(3, 126) = 8.27, p < .001, ηp

2 = .17, and (H1b) towards 
the coffee farmers, F(3, 126) = 8.05, p < .001, ηp

2 = .16 (Figure 2).
In a second step, we separately compared the three intervention conditions against the 

control group (i.e., planned contrast analyses) to explore how each intervention impacted 
relational proximity. As Figure 2(a) illustrates, the promotional video increased consumers’ 
perceived relational proximity to Teikei Coffee and its team significantly more than the 
control intervention, t(126) = 2.81, p = .006. The same was true for customers’ relational 
proximity towards the coffee farmers, t(126) = 2.66, p = .009 (Figure 2(b)). The team 
member presentation, t(126) = 0.12, p = .905 (for Teikei Coffee) and t(126) = 0.37, p = .714 
(for farmers), and the mindful coffee tasting, t(126) = −2.20, p =. 029 (for Teikei Coffee and 
its team) and t(126) = −2.26, p = .025 (for farmers), both did not increase consumers’ 
perceived relational proximity. In fact, the mindful coffee tasting exercise, which did not 
feature any information about the CSA project or Teikei, caused a significantly lower 
perceived relational proximity to Teikei Coffee and its team as well as towards the coffee 
farmers than the control condition. In all, H1a and H1b were partly confirmed.

Product evaluation

In line with H2, there was a significant and large main effect of the experiential marketing 
interventions on consumers’ evaluation of the Teikei coffee, F(3, 68) = 5.73, p < .001, ηp

2 = .20. 
Planned contrast analyses showed that the coffee tasting had a significantly greater positive 

dependent 
variables

independent 
variable

CSA membership
[intention for long-term 

membership]

Experiential 
marketing 
intervention

Promotional video 
(A)

Team member 
presentation (B)

Coffee tasting (C)

Relational proximity 
[Teikei and farmers]

Product evaluation 
[Teikei coffee liking]

Consumers’ attitude 
[sustainable consumption]

Consumers’ WTP
[for Teikei coffee in €]

Control group

Leaflet (D)

*H4 only refers to experiential marketing interventions A and B.

Four proxies 
for sustainable 
consumption 
behaviour

H1a/ H1b

H2

H3

H4*
H5a/ H5b

Figure 1. Hypotheses regarding interrelations between independent and dependent variables.
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effect on consumers’ evaluation of Teikei coffee than the control intervention, t(68) = 3.92, 
p < .001 (Figure 3). The promotional video had a marginally greater effect, t(68) = 1.94, 
p = .056, while the effect of the team member presentation did not differ significantly from the 
control condition, t(68) = 1.25, p = .215. Thus, hypothesis H2 was also partly confirmed.

Attitude towards sustainable consumption

The experiential marketing interventions did not have a greater positive effect on con-
sumers’ attitude towards sustainable consumption than the control intervention (ANOVA 
main effect: F[3, 125] = 0.96, p = .414, ηp

2 = .022). All participants reported a markedly 
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Figure 2. Consumers’ perceived relational proximity towards Teikei Coffee and its team (a) and towards 
the coffee farmers (b), as a function of experiential marketing interventions. Error bars reflect ± 1 SEM.
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positive attitude towards sustainable consumption (M = 5.78, SD = 0.74), which differed 
significantly from the scale mean, t(134) = 27.64, p < .001. This may not be too surprising 
as participants were recruited at a sustainability fair. Hypothesis H3 was not confirmed.

Membership in CSA

In line with H4, both the team member presentation and the promotional video inter-
vention were more likely to motivate consumers to become a paying member of the Teikei 
Coffee CSA than the control intervention, yet with marginal significance, t(117) = 1.48, 
p = .071 (Figure 4). This positive effect on membership intentions was particularly strong 
for the promotion video, t(110) = 1.62, p = .055, (ANOVA main effect: F[3, 117] = 1.13, 
p = .340, ηp

2 = .028).

Willingness-to-pay (WTP)

Planned contrast analyses revealed that all three experiential marketing interventions jointly 
increased consumers’ willingness-to-pay for Teikei coffee (higher prices) more than the 
control intervention, t(126) = 2.80, p = .006 (see Figure 5; ANOVA main effect: F[3, 
110] = 7.54, p < .001, ηp

2 = .17). Examining the interventions separately revealed that only 
the team member presentation had a significantly greater effect than reading a leaflet in the 
control condition, t(110) = 4.52, p < .001. Thus, hypothesis H5a was confirmed but H5b 
was not.

Mediation analyses

We subsequently conducted mediation analyses (5,000 bootstrapping iterations, process 
macro; Hayes, 2013, model 4) for indirect effects to examine why the experiential 
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Figure 3. Consumers’ evaluation of Teikei coffee as a function of the experiential marketing interven-
tions. Error bars reflect ± 1 SEM.
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marketing interventions yielded positive effects on (a) consumers’ willingness-to-pay for 
Teikei coffee and (b) their higher intention to become a paying Teikei Coffee CSA member. 
As multiple, competing mediators, we processed consumers’ perceived relational proxi-
mity (averaged for both connections), their product evaluation, and attitudes towards 
sustainable consumption. We conducted separate mediation analyses per intervention 
comparing the respective intervention with the control condition (coded: −1 = control, 
+1 = intervention).

First, the promotional video created relational proximity in consumers, which led to 
a higher willingness-to-pay for Teikei coffee (indirect effect: b= 0.78, SE = 0.303, BC CI95% 

[+0.246; +1.43]; zero is not included in the CI; see Figure 6(a)). The elevated relational 
proximity also accounted for the increased intention of becoming a paying Teikei Coffee 
CSA member (indirect effect: b= 0.106, SE = 0.042, BC CI95% [+0.040; +0.203]; Figure 6(b)).

The mindful coffee tasting exercise led consumers to like Teikei coffee better (b = 0.77, 
p < .001). However, this elevated liking did not translate into significant (indirect) effects 
for consumers’ WTP for Teikei coffee (b= 0.45, SE = 0.65, BC CI95% [–2.23; +0.25]; zero was 
included in the CI), nor for consumers’ intention to become a CSA member (b= 0.16, 
SE = 0.21, BC CI95% [−0.343; +0.546]; zero included). For the other two mediators, the BC 
CIs also included zero and hence did not show significant indirect effects either.

The team member presentation led consumers to have more positive attitudes 
towards sustainable consumption (b = 0.24, p = 0.044). However, this did not translate 
into significant (indirect) effects for consumers’ WTP (b = −0.25, SE = 0.66, BC CI95% [–1.91; 
+0.72]; zero included), nor their CSA membership intentions (b = −0.11, SE = 0.17, BC CI95% 

[−0.577; +0.049]; zero included). For the other two mediators, the BC CIs also included 
zero and hence did not show significant indirect effects.
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Figure 4. Consumers’ intention to become a Teikei Coffee CSA member, as a function of the 
experiential marketing interventions. Error bars reflect ± 1 SEM.
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Discussion

This study asks if and how experiential marketing tools can connect consumers to 
producers (relational proximity) and foster sustainable consumption behaviour, as con-
ceptualised in the literature. Our findings support this assumption, in general. All experi-
ential marketing tools created relational proximity as they connected consumers to Teikei 
Coffee and its team, which is in line with literature on experiential marketing effects 
(Brakus et al., 2009). The promotional video (affective intervention) had the strongest 
positive effect on relational proximity, which is in line with literature on the effects of 
emotional videos (Cargile, 2016). Our results revealed significant effects not only on 
relational proximity but also on proxies for sustainable consumption behaviour. This 
supports Dettori’s (2019) proposal to connect experiential with sustainability marketing 
fostering sustainable consumption behaviour.

The product evaluation was mainly influenced by the mindful coffee tasting (sensory 
intervention). This aligns with earlier findings that the coffee drinking experience comes 
with emotional stimuli (Bhumiratana et al., 2014). There are also environmental factors 
that influence coffee tasting (Spence & Carvalho, 2020), which play a lesser role when 
watching a video or listening to a presentation. This provides additional evidence that 
experiential marketing fosters product liking and consumers’ satisfaction (You-Ming, 
2010), in particular. This underlines the importance of marketing product specifics (Saari 
et al., 2018), e.g. the ‘better’ taste as a result of ‘sustainable’ production practices.

It is somewhat surprising that the experiential marketing tools tested in this study did 
not show any significant effect on participants’ attitude regarding sustainable consump-
tion, one pre-condition for sustainable consumption behaviour (Ajzen, 2015; Verma, 
2014). This finding does not support the suggestion to use the coffee drinking experience 
‘as a method for changing attitudes’ (Eiseman & Jonsson, 2019, p. 571). However, this lack 
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of effect may be simply due to the fact that study participants were recruited at 
a sustainability fair and already reported very positive attitudes towards sustainable 
consumption.

For consumers’ willingness-to-pay (WTP) a higher price, only the team member pre-
sentation (cognitive intervention) had a significantly greater effect than reading a leaflet. 
In this intervention, consumers had the chance to comprehensively understand the 
financing concept and price model of a CSA and the case of Teikei Coffee. That a deeper 
understanding of a sustainable company’s products and mission increases consumers’ 
WTP aligns with calls for more transparency in international food supply (Kalfagianni & 
Skordili, 2019) and the shift from passive to reflexive consumer (Beckett & Nayak, 2008).

Consumer’s intention to become a member of the CSA was influenced most strongly by 
the promotional video and was strongly affected by the team member’s presentation. 

mechanisms
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(for Teikei coffee in €)

Experiential 
marketing 
intervention

[Control group = -1, 
Promotional video = +1]
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[Teikei and farmers]

Product evaluation 
[Teikei coffee liking]

Consumers’ attitude 
[sustainable consumption]

b = 0.78, SE = 0.303, 
BC CI95% [+0.246; +1.43]
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Figure 6. Mediation analyses for consumers’ willingness-to-pay (WTP) for Teikei coffee (a) and their 
intention to become a paying CSA member (b).  
Both bias-corrected confidence intervals (BC CI95%) for the mediator relational proximity do not 
include zero and hence corroborate the assumption that higher relational proximity accounted for the 
beneficial marketing effects on higher WTP and stronger membership intentions. The other two 
mediators ‘product evaluation’ and ‘attitude towards sustainable consumption’ (in grey) were not 
significant.
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More obvious behavioural effects could have been elicited by asking for actual subscrip-
tions after the event, but was refrained from due to privacy concerns and data confidenti-
ality. Future research may want to examine such effects.

The mediation analysis showed that the promotional video’s positive effect on per-
ceived relational proximity translated into long-term commitment (intention to become 
a paying CSA member) and increased WTP. In other words, relational proximity is indeed 
a driver for sustainable consumption behaviour. The video’s strong effects confirm the 
assumption that experiences in general, and emotions in particular, are important facil-
itators for sustainability outcomes (Villarino & Font, 2015) and pro-social behaviour 
(Eisenberg, 2007) and that marketing can facilitate this (White et al., 2019).

These findings have practical implications for food entrepreneurs and businesses that 
intend to pay and ask fair (higher) prices based on producers’ needs (Antoni-Komar et al., 
2019), to share production risks with consumers (Bloemmen et al., 2015) and foster 
sustainability in international food supply (Weber et al., 2020). Considering the relatively 
low cost of these marketing tools, they seem to be viable and effective options for food 
businesses with a comparably small marketing budget.

The present study is not without limitations. First, as mentioned above, this study was 
conducted at a sustainability fair with participants leaning towards sustainable consump-
tion behaviour and included a limited number of consumers in the experiment (although 
a power analysis indicates sufficient test power and an adequate sample size for the 
assumed effect size). Nonetheless, a similar study with a more diverse consumer pool and 
an even larger sample could further confirm the findings for broader generalisability. 
Second, it is likely that the effects of the team member presentation are to some degree 
dependent on the presenter (sympathy factor or lack thereof) and might vary for presenta-
tions by different team members. Again, a study that would test for this condition might 
allow for further generalisation of the findings. Future research may also attempt to more 
directly measure consumers’ understanding of CSAs and their associated costs to examine 
whether this elevated knowledge mediates the aforementioned direct effects on sustain-
able consumption behaviour (WTP and intention membership). Third, this study is limited 
to indirect and unidirectional connections from consumers to producers. Experiential 
marketing tools that allow for creating direct and bi-directional connections, for instance, 
through video calls, might outperform the tools examined here and would be interesting 
follow-up research. Finally, our study focused on the effects of experiential marketing tools 
on consumers. The same tools might have positive effects on production practices, too, as 
has been shown in other studies for CSA projects and their impact on sustainable farming 
practices and human health (Bloemmen et al., 2015; Hvitsand, 2016). Such broader studies 
on the effectiveness of experiential marketing tools on production practices could help to 
accelerate transformations towards sustainable consumption and production behaviour.

This study can contribute to emphasising sustainability as ‘a serious agenda in the 
market’ (Yngfalk, 2019, p. 1563). Insights on practical applications of (transformative) 
sustainability marketing (Kemper & Ballantine, 2019) may counteract prominent market-
ing practices often resulting in subverting sustainability (Yngfalk, 2019). This may not only 
shape transformations towards sustainable consumption but also change underlying 
worldviews (Kemper et al., 2019).
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Conclusions

This experimental intervention study indicates that experiential marketing tools can 
promote connections from consumers to producers (relational proximity) and thereby 
foster sustainable consumption behaviour. Compared to traditional text-based marketing 
tools (leaflet), affective experience (promotional video) showed the greatest potential to 
increase perceived relational proximity, which, in turn, led to a higher long-term commit-
ment of consumers and a higher willingness-to-pay. The cognitive experience (team 
member presentation) directly increases consumers’ willingness-to-pay, which suggests 
that this dependent variable is also influenced by a better understanding and stronger 
approval for why the price should be higher. The sensory experience of mindfully tasting 
coffee caused consumers to appreciate the product significantly more, but did not foster 
sustainable consumption behaviour in terms of a higher willingness-to-pay or intention to 
become a CSA member. This study provides empirical evidence for the potential of 
experiential marketing for fostering sustainability as conceptualised in the literature. It 
indicates the effectiveness of experiential marketing tools available to food entrepreneurs 
and businesses seeking to foster sustainability in international food supply.

Further research could look more closely into experiential marketing interventions to 
identify specific characteristics of each tool (music used in the video, presentation style 
etc.) that are the main trigger for the measured effect. It would also be interesting to 
measure the duration of the relational proximity, its strength, and if it affected other 
consumer decisions. Future research could also test the actual behaviour and not only the 
intention (i.e. purchase behaviour instead of self-reported WTP, CSA subscriptions instead 
of intention to become a CSA member). Lastly, a study could expand the scope and 
explore the effects of the interventions on other products, e.g. chocolate or olive oil.

Note

1. www.osf.io/4mpws
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