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Abstract The main aim of this paper is to explore the relationship between the nature of prod-
ucts tested to reveal dual quality and customers’ experiences, and for individual organisations
to arrive at important guidelines for future solutions to the problem. The data used in this study
were provided by the first nationwide survey conducted on a sample of 987 consumers through-
out the Slovak Republic. Based on the experiences and opinions of consumers, recommendations

were formulated for brand owners offering products with dual quality. Knowing the opinions of
consumers will allow companies to adapt their offerings to the market.

© 2024 Published by Elsevier Ltd on behalf of Indian Institute of Management Bangalore. This is
an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/

by-nc-nd/4.0/)

Introduction

Consumer behaviour is a broad concept that includes many
variables. It is a person’s behaviour when buying and con-
suming products. Consumer behaviour is largely a hidden
process that cannot be directly observed; it can only be
inferred from generalised knowledge and studies that can
reveal hidden motives, based on which consumer behaviour
can be partially predicted. Based on this knowledge, busi-
nesses can make decisions in creating value for the consumer
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(Annarita, Fabio, & Marcello, 2023; Gallarza, Saura, &
Arteaga, 2020).

One of the significant influences on consumer behaviour is
the quality of the product. Consequently, in the 21st cen-
tury, the ethical aspects of product quality started to
acquire more importance (Huang, Lu, You, & Yen, 2012; Lu,
Huang, & Chang, 2014). The effects of negative experiences
have a greater impact on individuals than positive experi-
ences of the same type (Ramachandran, Sudhir, & Unni-
than, 2021). Information and personal experience with
the dual quality of goods in the EU can have a negative
impact on consumers, leading to a change of brand for
products for which dual quality has been proven or with
which they have personal experience. Therefore, among
other things, the research interest also included exploring
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whether Slovak consumers perceive the ethical dimension
of dual quality.

The issue of dual quality is not a new phenomenon. It
appeared naturally after the end of communism and the
opening of the markets of Eastern and Central Europe to
Western products and brands. Due to the relatively low stan-
dard of living in the countries of the former Soviet bloc, pro-
ducers from the West had to adjust the recipe and
composition of their products so that they could be pur-
chased in Central and Eastern Europe (Baimenov & Liebert,
2019; Zolotareva & Druk, 2014). The people of the former
communist countries wished to have the same goods as con-
sumers in Western Europe, who were a strong reference
group for them in terms of lifestyle and standards. However,
given their standard of living, the inhabitants of Eastern and
Central Europe could not get the same products as Western
consumers, with the same composition and quality, as this
would not be economically possible.

At present, however, the situation has changed. The stan-
dard of living in EU countries has slowly been levelling out,
and, increasingly, people are travelling and shopping more
abroad. Residents of the new EU member states gradually
found out that goods they know from the counters of shops
at home have different properties in foreign shops - differ-
ent composition, different colour, smell, and product den-
sity, all in the same or very similar packaging often at a
different price, often to the detriment of new countries.
Politicians - especially in the Slovak Republic and the Czech
Republic - became involved in this issue, took the opportu-
nity, built their agenda on it, and encouraged a dual-quality
solution through the European Commission.

Manufacturers and brand owners commented little on the
cases identified. Some of them confirmed, explained, and
eliminated the use of dual quality. Some producers objected
to the results and explained them from their point of view
(Samekova, 2017). Some manufacturers declined to com-
ment or explained the dual quality in terms of different
taste preferences and consumer habits in different countries
(Benesova, Svejdova, & Kubovd, 2017; Reznickova, 2017;
Sladkovska, 2017a; Southey, 2019). However, there were
cases when the producer did not react at all, as they were
not represented in the given country, where dual quality
was revealed.

The views on this issue differ. Many, mostly food produc-
tion enterprises, believe that the dual quality of products is
simply an economic issue of differentiated price strategies.
However, consumers believe that the nature of this problem
is more serious, since it involves disrespecting the rights of
consumers for fairness. As such, the issue of dual quality is
both an ethical and legal problem that has recently begun to
grow in importance (Annarita et al., 2023; Lozano & Padilla,
2013; Muncy & lyer, 2021; Shah & Amjad, 2017).

To explore the actual state of dual quality in Europe, sev-
eral comparative tests were carried out, which showed that
dual quality exists in the EU, although it has not been con-
firmed that there are always better products in Western
Europe. Testing authorities, national politicians, the Euro-
pean Commission, manufacturers and distributors, and con-
sumers abroad have commented on this issue. In Slovakia,
research on consumer attitudes to the issue of dual quality
was scarce before the year 2020. A few of the studies that
also focused on Slovak markets did not sufficiently cover this

issue or completely omitted the opinions of consumers
(Andrejkovicova, 2017; Kuklova, 2017; Lacenova, 2018; Min-
istry of Foreign Affairs of the Slovak Republic, 2017;
Sladkovska, 2017b). Therefore, a research team was formed
to conduct empirical research and analyse consumer behav-
iour in Slovakia in the context of dual quality. One of the
aims of this research project was to compare the results of
comparative tests with the experiences of consumers with
this ethical problem, since such analysis was lacking in the
current pool of knowledge.

Literature review

Consumer behaviour as a basic marketing variable is charac-
terised as human behaviour related to the acquisition, use,
and disposal of consumer products (Koudelka, 2018; Macak,
Regnerova, & Toth, 2014; Vokounova, 2014; Zhao & Wang,
2017). Based on an understanding of consumer behaviour,
businesses can then create their marketing offer and apply
it to the market. Consumer behaviour is largely individual
and hidden. It is influenced by several factors that are not
usually directly measurable (Tomek & Vavrova, 2011; Vukusic
& Sago, 2018), but if we are aware of the possible factors,
we can predict consumer behaviour. Some of the main fac-
tors that influence consumer behaviour are: cultural influen-
ces, social influences, consumer personality, and
psychological predispositions (Bradford, Courtemanche,
Heutel, Mc Alvanah, & Ruhm, 2017; Chen, Liang, Yao, & Sun,
2017; Mihai, Lazar, & Solomon, 2009; Papaoikonomou, Ryan,
& Valverde, 2011; Park, Geum, & Park, 2015). All these fac-
tors influence consumer behaviour and are important in
understanding how consumers perceive the dual quality of
goods in the EU. As part of our research, the attitude of Slo-
vak consumers towards dual quality in terms of some
selected factors was examined.

Dual quality is a situation where a product is sold in the
same or very similar packaging in different countries with
different compositions or properties (Bartkova, 2019; Novy,
2018). It is mostly associated with the countries of Central
and Eastern Europe, whose inhabitants feel that they are
imported goods of transnational brands of lower quality and
consider such behaviour to be unfair. Cases with dual quality
of goods began to be noticed by people in Slovakia immedi-
ately after the fall of communism (Cimové, 2017). Western
products gradually began to penetrate the Eastern markets,
and the people of the post-socialist countries expected an
increase in living standards and the offer of quality ‘West-
ern’ products. With the opening of the borders, the people
of Eastern and Central Europe began to travel abroad, where
they also bought products of brands they knew from home,
and there were instances where they came across dual qual-
ity (Ichijo & Ranta, 2016; Pratt, 2007). This experience did
not only concern the Slovak Republic; consumers in the east-
ern part of the EU began to complain that the quality of
some products was lower in their country when compared
with the same brand of the same manufacturer abroad (Kla-
busayova, 2018).

In connection with dual quality, tests were performed in
several countries. An overview is presented in Figure 1.
However, the methodology used differed, and therefore the
results could not be compared and generalised. Since price
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Figure 1

comparison was, mostly, not the primary goal of testing, and
the methodology was not comparable; the conclusions,
therefore, cannot be generalised (Zavadsky & Hiadlovsky,
2020).

The first comparative test in the Slovak Republic was per-
formed in 2011, and it showed that some foods of the same
brand, purchased in Slovakia and abroad, did not have the
same taste, composition, and even weight (Sudor, 2012). In
2015, the test in the Czech Republic revealed different qual-
ity for a third of the samples (Korinek & Hovorka, 2015; Uni-
versity of Chemical Technology in Prague, 2015), and also
differences in price (Broz, 2015). In 2016, another test per-
formed in the Slovak Republic revealed 59% of products with
differences between the Slovak Republic and abroad (Minis-
try of Agriculture and Rural Development of the Slovak
Republic, 2017). Also, the test in the Czech Republic exam-
ined products and differences in composition or quality
were discovered (dTest, 2023). In 2017, another test was
performed in Slovakia and it also revealed differences in
quality (Hammer, 2017; Markiza, 2017). In that year, other
countries also examined products for dual quality: the Czech
Republic (Ferebauer, 2017; Horacek, 2017; Leinert, 2017a,
b; dTest, 2023), Hungary (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the
Slovak Republic, 2017), Poland (Breznicky, 2018; Forbes,
2019), Croatia, Romania, Bulgaria, Lithuania and Slovenia

©2011 |- Slovakia (coffee, beverages, chocolate, seasoning)
02015 |- Czech Republic, 23 tested products, 8 (35%) with differences

02016 |- Slovakia, 22 tested products, 13 (59%) with differences
- Czech Republic (dog food, canned peas, ketchup, Nutella, daily

- Bulgaria, 30 tested products, 19 (63%) with differences

- Croatia, 26 tested products, 22 (85%) with differences

- Czech Republic, 42 tested products, 32 (76%) with differences
- Hungary, 74 tested products, 49 (66%) with differences

- Hungary, 31 tested products, 11 (35%) with differences
02017 |- Lithuania, 33 tested products, 23 (70%) with differences

- Romania, 29 tested products, 9 (31 %) with differences

- Slovakia, 33 tested products, 27 (82%) with differences

- Slovenia, 32 tested products, 14 (44%) with differences

- Poland, 37 tested products, 4 (11%) with differences

- Czech Republic (toothpaste, ice-cream, detergents, butter, chips)

- Poland, 67 tested products, 8 (12%) with differences

- Czech Republic (toilet paper, margarine, Coca-Cola, butter,
chips, canned tuna, dishwashing detergent, diapers)

- JRC, 1380 pieces of 128 various products, 31% with dual quality

02019 |- Czech Republic (fish fingers)

02020 |- JRC, 20 products, 10 (50%) with differences

Review of conducted dual-quality tests in Central Europe. Source: Author collated

(Niamh, 2017). The dTest magazine in the Czech Republic
which examines products and especially tests the dual qual-
ity of products and provided various tests in years 2018 and
2019 and discovered dual quality (dTest, 2023).

Since each test was performed using a different method-
ology, it was not representative and the results were not
comparable, the Joint Research Centre (JRC) of the Euro-
pean Commission conducted its own test in 2018 on a sample
of 1380 pieces of 128 different products to unify the
research methodology and design measures (Barbu, 2019;
European Commission, 2019). Test results showed that there
were differences in the composition of products packaged in
the same or very similar packaging, but the geographical
pattern was not confirmed (Joint Research Centre, 2019). In
2020, the JRC also conducted a sensory test. As a result, 20
branded products, each comprising samples collected in 5-
10 EU member states, were included in the assessment per-
formed by a panel of trained experts. In 10 out of the 20
food products evaluated, differences in the sensory proper-
ties among the national versions were noticeable.

Information about the results of comparative tests
regarding dual quality appeared in the media. This informa-
tion was often presented as tabloid reports about the scan-
dalous practices of producers ‘feeding’ on the people of
Central and Eastern Europe. However, the media often
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omitted the view of the other side — the statements of man-
ufacturers whose products have dual quality. Only some
manufacturers or traders commented on the issue, others
chose to ignore it completely.

Some manufacturers confirmed that they delivered the
same products to different countries in the same packaging
but with a different composition (Cimova, 2016; Poracky,
2018; Sivy, 2017). Several producers argued that varied taste
preferences and consumer habits in individual countries
result call for different composition of goods and therefore
the dual quality. Admittedly, these different tastes and hab-
its do exist (Domanski & Bryta, 2013; May, 2013; Welz,
2012). Manufacturers can adapt their products to the tastes,
requirements, or purchasing power of consumers and, at the
same time, do not violate any European regulations
(Samekova, 2016).

However, the argument about the different tastes of con-
sumers often does not hold up in context. Consumers cer-
tainly do not expect artificial sweeteners and dyes and a
smaller share of the basic raw material in domestic products
compared to foreign ones (Horacek, 2017). Different tastes
and habits can be satisfied with healthy options without
using unhealthy ingredients (Wszoborowska, 2019). In addi-
tion, the products also passed sensory tests in some tests.
When the members of the evaluation committee were only
nationals of the given country, it is expected that the results
of the sensory test would be in favour of the product from
the given country. However, this was often not the case
(Broz, 2015).

Some manufacturers and traders objected to the test
results. Some others even pointed out that the subject of
testing was the products of its private brands, the suppliers
of which are different in each country, and therefore, it is
not even possible to ensure that these products are the
same. Some manufacturers stated that the recipe for the
production of all products is the same and differences arise
between individual batches due to the changed composition
of the natural raw materials used in production.

Some manufacturers and distributors did not want to
comment on the test results. A common problem with the
issue of dual quality was that inspectors published the
results of food quality tests before allowing producers to
explain. In such cases, especially with international compa-
nies that did not have a representative in the respective
country, companies could not react adequately and commu-
nicate with the customers (Koren, 2019). There have also
been cases when a product with a similar composition was
described differently on the packaging, even though it was
an identical product from the same plant with the same
composition and sensory properties (Pokorna, 2018). In gen-
eral, manufacturers were little involved in the dual quality
dialogue.

However, the most important stakeholder in the case of
dual quality is the consumer. Consumer research was con-
ducted in the Czech Republic, where respondents said they
were bothered by this practice (Klicnar, 2017), and in
Poland, where most respondents did not have any personal
experiences with dual quality, one third of the respondents
believed it existed (UOKiK, 2018). In Slovakia, research on
consumer attitudes to the issue of dual quality was lacking,
which makes it impossible to create a comprehensive pic-
ture of the situation in Central Europe. None of the surveys

carried out explored whether there was a match between
the products tested and the products where consumers
perceived dual quality. Our research aims to make this
comparison.

Methodology

The main aim of this research paper is to explore the rela-
tionship between the nature of products tested to reveal
dual quality and customers’ experiences, and to draw guide-
lines for individual organisations towards future solutions to
the problem. This main aim is divided into four partial
research goals:

1. To identify products affected by the dual quality issue
according to the experiences of consumers.

2. To identify the products for which consumers consider
the problem of dual quality to be the most serious.

3. To compare the focus and results of dual quality tests
performed by officially recognised organisations and the
experiences of consumers, to identify inconsistencies.

4. To formulate guidelines for the solution of dual quality
problems that would be most desired by consumers.

To achieve these aims, the research team used secondary
data on known tests of dual quality in the EU and compared
it with findings from a primary survey conducted specifically
for this purpose. The data used in this paper were provided
by the first nationwide survey conducted throughout a Cen-
tral European country - the Slovak Republic - on the dual
quality issue targeting consumers. This state was chosen for
the research since it was one of the countries where the
existence of dual quality had already been proven. The sur-
vey explored the opinions of consumers and provided evi-
dence on what products the consumers notice as unequal.
The survey was part of a project in which both academic
experts and experts from the private sector collaborated on
discovering the real needs of different customers in the EU.
Respondents of the survey were selected randomly through-
out the country to ensure the representativeness of the sam-
ple. They were contacted randomly through various
consumer organisations located in the Slovak Republic and
by volunteers in shopping areas. Random sampling was
ensured by using the simple random sampling method as a
type of probability sampling in which a subset of participants
from a population is randomly selected. The population was
defined by the existing Slovak consumers. Contacts were
selected randomly from databases of various consumer
organisations using the random number method. This way,
every consumer was assigned a number. The random number
function (RAND) in Microsoft Excel was applied to generate
random numbers and thus select the respondents. This way,
each member of the population had an equal chance of
being selected. A questionnaire was used to collect data
which is available, upon request, from the authors.

A total of 987 consumers participated in this survey. All
participants involved were the main buyers of daily con-
sumption products for their households; therefore, women
represented 66.15% of the consumers in the sample file. The
representativeness of the created sample of Slovak consum-
ers was verified. Since only the main buyers in their
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Table 1 Structure of base file and sample file.
Base file Sample file

The age group of customers (in years) No. of people Percentage No. of people Percentage
19-25 406 044 9.26% 94 9.52%
26—45 1681150 38.35% 379 38.40%
46—65 1448 396 33.04% 316 32.2%
Over 66 848 019 19.35% 198 20.06%
Total 4383 608 100.00% 987 100.00%

Source. Own elaboration based on data from a survey and the Statistical Office of the Slovak Republic.

households were included in the survey, the sample is not
representative by gender of Slovak citizens. Therefore, the
sample was put together so that it would be representative
with the age of customers as the main criterion. The base
file at the time of research consisted of all people in the Slo-
vak Republic between the ages of 19 to 80. Table 1 provides
the data on both the base file and the sample file. To verify
the representativeness of the sample according to popula-
tion structure, the Chi-square test was used. The test was
performed at a significance level of 95 % using the following
formula (1) for statistic testing in SPSS software:

2 _ i (ny —my)’

~ 2
X mj ~ X(r71) (1)

=
where x? is the Pearson statistics, r is a line, n is the overall
frequency in the base file, and m is the measured frequency.
The Chi-square value proved that the created sample file is
a representative sample of the base file.

Spearman’s rank correlation and basic correlation coeffi-
cients were used to identify relationships with the potential
of high impact. Both these methods were necessary to use,
since the data used in this research were of different nature.
Spearman’s rank correlation was applied to measure the
strength and direction of association between two-ranked var-
iables and Pearson correlation coefficients were calculated to
measure linear correlation between two variables. Pearson
correlation coefficients were calculated according to the for-
mula previously used by various authors (Veselovska, 2022;
Zavadska & Zavadsky, 2018; Zavadsky, Mala, Bencikova,
Sedliacikova, & Satanova, 2020;), as described in formula 2:

(2)

r=ry =

where:

Xi, Vi are defined as a value of i-element belonging to
1 dataset {x4,..., Xn},
x; is the sample mean stands analogously for y.

i

x =1
an

i\

Spearman’s rank correlation was calculated according
to formula 3, where the value n is the number of custom-
ers and d represents the difference in the ranks:

Re—1- (673’2) 3)

nm—n

A binomial test was used to statistically confirm an impor-
tant finding. This test used sample data to determine if the
consumer proportion of one level in a binary (or dichoto-
mous) variable equals a specific claimed value, which in this
case, if the value is dominant. The test was performed at a
significance level of 95% (a = 0.05). The test statistic for
the needs of the binomial test was calculated based on for-
mula 3:

n!
P(X):mXPqunx (4)
where n represents the number of all consumers in the sam-
ple set, X represents the expected result, and p is the proba-
bility of occurrence of the expected result, which in this
case was the selection of one of the types of products where
consumers had observed dual quality, taking into account
the size of the research sample, that is, this is an assumption
of its dominant occurrence, g represents the probability of
the occurrence of other options - other types of products.

Results and discussion

The main aim and partial aims focused this research on iden-
tifying the products in which the consumers noted dual qual-
ity and, consequently, in discovering whether officially
performed tests managed to correspondingly target the cor-
rect product types to serve as relevant guidelines for elabo-
rating policies. By connecting the two sets of information, a
clear image of the reality of the dual quality issue can be
created. According to the results of the research, up to 89%
of consumers have heard about the problem of dual quality.
Research also shows that this problem is important for up to
75% of consumers. Furthermore, up to 65% of Slovak consum-
ers perceived the problem of dual quality mainly as an ethi-
cal issue. However, most of them believe that the nature of
this problem is economic. These findings point towards the
importance of dual quality issues for all segments of consum-
ers in one of the post-communist countries.

The first partial goal of the survey was to identify prod-
ucts affected by the dual-quality issue according to the
experiences of consumers. It was discovered that consumers
have most often heard or personally experienced dual qual-
ity in relation to meat and meat products, milk and milk
products, sweets, detergents, and cosmetics. Figure 2 pro-
vides a closer look at this data. Consumers also mentioned
other products that may be related to dual-quality issues
such as cars and electronics, pizza as a semi-finished prod-
uct, dog pellets, pasta, medicines, sanitary napkins, and
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Figure 2 Products affected by the dual-quality issue that consumers have heard about.Source: Author collated

other feminine hygiene products as some dual-quality goods,
but these were not considered in this research, as they are
not daily consumer goods that this research was primarily
focused on.

Binomial test was used to statistically confirm that con-
sumers are more familiar with dual quality of food products
than any other types of daily used products. The binomial
test indicated that the proportion of people who were famil-
iar with dual quality of food products of 0.8257 was higher
than the expected 0.50 (Table 2). This finding proves the
importance of testing these types of products to a greater
extent on national levels to achieve recognisable results
that can serve as the foundation for defining policies.

Further findings were obtained by analysing the survey
results. Another issue the research focused on was discover-
ing where consumers learned about dual quality. This is an
important factor that directly contributes to understanding
of consumers’ perceptions of dual quality and provides a
context for the partial objective designed to identify the
products for which consumers consider the problem of dual
quality to be the most serious. The seriousness of the prob-
lem can be considered to be higher if consumers have a per-
sonal experience, in comparison to just hearing about the
problem in the media. In the process of identifying the prod-
ucts for which consumers consider the problem of dual qual-
ity to be the most serious, it was discovered that as many as
72% of consumers have heard about the problem of dual
quality from the media, 43% of consumers have personal
experience with this practice, and 30% have an acquaintance

Table 2 Binomial test—products.

with personal experience of this issue. One person stated
that he had heard about this practice directly from an
employee of a company that produced dual-quality goods.

Even though the findings presented in Figure 2 prove that
consumers have heard of the dual-quality issue, this infor-
mation may not be based on relevant data and could poten-
tially include hoaxes. Therefore, it is crucial to discover
what the personal experiences of consumers are. According
to the survey, consumers have the most personal experience
with dual quality in the case of meat and meat products,
detergents, sweets, milk and dairy products, and cosmetics
and cleaning products. Thus, the order of the products did
not change compared to Figure 3, but consumers had per-
sonal experience to a much lesser extent, compared to the
level of information on dual quality in general. In addition to
the products listed in Figure 2, consumers had personal
experience with cars and electronics, pasta, medicines, and
feminine hygiene products.

As many as 84% of consumers stated that this practice
bothers them, 12% could not assess it, and 4% did not care
about it or were not interested. Consumers consider dual
quality to be the most serious problem in the case of meat
and milk and meat products. This may be so because these
products are consumed on a regular basis. Furthermore,
they also perceive this problem as serious in the case of
detergents, fish, sweets, and cosmetics. These data are
illustrated in more detail in Figure 4. As observed from the
presented data, people have more experiences with dual
quality in the case of non-food products; however, they are

Binomial test Category N Observed Prop. Test Prop. Exact Sig. (2-tailed)
Food Group 1 1 812 ,83 ,50 <,001
Group 2 0 172 17
Total 987 1,00

Source: Author collated
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Figure 3 Dual-quality products with which consumers have personal experience.Source: Author collated

more concerned about dual quality in the case of foodstuffs.
This inconsistency is most likely caused by the fact that non-
food products have a longer shelf-life, and were imported to
Slovakia from abroad, and people have more time to use
them and to compare them. However, foodstuff directly
influences the health of people; therefore, they care more
about quality and dual quality of food.

The findings presented so far consider the entire adult
population of the selected country. However, there may
exist differences in opinions and experiences of different
segments of consumers. Therefore, the issue of dual quality
was examined in terms of the age of consumers, as it greatly
influences consumer behaviour, among other factors (cul-
tural, social, and psychological). Depending on their age,
people buy different products. Gradual ageing changes the
individual’s view of food, clothing, furniture, recreation,
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Figure 4

housing, and so on. It was assumed that the perception of
dual quality changes depending on the age of the consumers.
Furthermore, age was selected as the criterion, since the
research sample is a representative example of the base file
according to this criterion. As the research findings show,
the importance of dual quality for different age groups
depended on the type of product. Figure 5 provides informa-
tion on the products for which respondents from individual
age groups consider the dual-quality problem to be the most
serious.

Each of the age groups emphasises the quality of food,
which is understandable, as we consume food products every
day and spend a large part of our income on them. Further-
more, the binomial test was used to statistically confirm this
significant finding in each age segment. Tables 3-6 show the
tests results. Respondents in the retirement age group have
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Products for which consumers consider the problem of dual quality to be the most serious. Source: Author collated
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Figure 5 Products for which consumers consider the problem of dual quality to be the most serious according to the age groups.
Source: Author collated

Table 3 Binomial test—importance of quality in age group 19—25.

Binomial test Category N Observed Prop. Test Prop. Exact Sig. (2-tailed)
quality_1°"_age Group 1 1 187 ,82 ,50 <,001
Group 2 0 17240 ,17
Total 227 1,00

Source: Author collated

Table 4 Binomial test—importance of quality in age group 26—45.

Binomial test Category N Observed Prop. Test Prop. Exact Sig. (2-tailed)
quality_2" age Group 1 1 76 ,19 ,50 <,001

Group 2 0 329 ,81

Total 395 1,00

Source: Author collated

Table 5 Binomial test—importance of quality in age group 46—65.

Binomial test Category N Observed Prop. Test Prop. Exact Sig. (2-tailed)
quality_3™_age Group 1 1 212 ,76 ,50 <,001
Group 2 0 66 ,24
Total 278 1,00

Source: Author collated

Table 6 Binomial test—importance of quality in age group over 65.

Binomial test Category N Observed Prop. Test Prop. Exact Sig. (2-tailed)
auality_4™"_age Group 1 1 65 ,76 ,50 <,001
Group 2 0 20 ,24
Total 85 1,00

Source: Author collated
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Figure 6 Products for which consumers consider the problem of dual quality to be the most serious according to gender. Source:

Author collated

a reduced income and use it mainly in food and medicine, so
they consider this issue to be the most important in food
products, more significantly than by any other age category.
On the contrary, the lowest percentage in this group per-
ceive dual quality as important in cosmetic products and
clothing, much less than by other age groups. This finding
could also be explained by the fact that, generally, people
of retirement age may no longer prefer to invest in new
clothes. Also, because of lowered economic standards, it is
understandable that they do not invest in cosmetics and
hence do not address the issue of dual quality in cosmetics.
And typically, this age group may no longer even experiment
with new cosmetic products, as they are likely to be loyal to
their select brands.

As can be seen from the data in Figure 5, the dual quality
in detergents is mostly addressed by middle-aged respond-
ents who have established families and children. Their prior-
ity is to take care of the offspring and the household
(cleaning, cooking, washing, and ironing). On the contrary,
appearance and body cult are seen as important for young
people, and so they place the greatest emphasis on quality
cosmetics and clothing.

Even though women are more represented in the sample
file of this research, it would still be beneficial to investigate
possible differences in consumer opinions, based on this

Table 7 Spearman’s rank correlation.

criterion. Therefore, as part of the research, the analysis was
focused on structuring the results in terms of the gender of
consumers. It was assumed that women would perceive the
issue of dual quality more intensely than men. A detailed anal-
ysis of research results in terms of consumer gender largely
mirrored the research results of the whole set; but, in general,
it was discovered that the issue of dual quality affects women
more, since they pay more attention to it and adjust their con-
sumer behaviour accordingly. Figure 6 shows the food products
for which these consumers consider the dual-quality issue to
be most important, depending on their gender.

The order of importance of products in the context of
dual quality is the same for all consumers, regardless of their
gender. Once again, however, women prove to be more
interested, as they perceive the importance of dual quality
in food, cosmetics, and detergents, that is, basic household
products, more intensely. Men, on the other hand, perceive
this problem more than women, for soft drinks. Spearman’s
rank correlation also proved that the relationship between
the perceptions of dual quality of these products is stronger
for female consumers than male consumers. Table 7 shows
the corresponding data.

Income levels also influence consumer behaviour. Con-
sumers with different incomes buy different products and
focus on different criteria when shopping. Consumer

Gender Product type
Spearman’s rho Gender Correlation Coefficient 1 0.662
Sig. (2-tailed) . 0.02
N 987 987
Product type Correlation Coefficient 0.662 1
Sig. (2-tailed) 0.02 .
N 987 987

Source. Own elaboration.
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Figure 7 Products for which consumers consider the problem of dual quality to be the most serious according to the level of income.

Source: Author collated

behaviour was examined in terms of household income in the
context of dual quality. Consumers were divided into three
groups according to the monthly income of their households:
the low-income group consisted of consumers with an
income of €400-1,000, the middle-income group of consum-
ers with an income of €1,001-1,600, and the high-income
group with an income of €1,601.

Figure 7 shows the goods for which consumers consider
the dual-quality problem to be the most important, depend-
ing on the level of income. Based on the results presented
here, it can be stated that for low- and medium-income con-
sumers, the problem of dual quality is most serious in food
and detergents. These are basic goods that they buy for the
household, and so they give them the highest priority. For
low-income consumers, it is still possible to observe a pen-
chant for clothing. It can be estimated that this is because
the consumer with a low income does not buy clothes very
often and, would hope that the clothes will last for as long
as possible. However, the differences between income
groups of consumers are not statistically significant accord-
ing to Spearman’s rank correlation tests, since none of the
calculated coefficients were higher than 0.216. Therefore,
it can be concluded that other consumer behaviour factors
are more relevant in situations when dual quality of products
are involved. It can be observed that people with higher
income show a preference for cosmetics, and there is also a
comparative increase in the importance of clothing. It can
be assumed that this is because they buy them at higher pri-
ces from more prestigious brands and thus expect from them
a quality corresponding to a higher price. At the same time,
it should be noted that, in addition to food, detergents are
also more important for people with lower incomes.

Manufacturers who produce dual-quality products have
various reasons to adopt such strategies. Their end goal is
not to provide different compositions and quality for other
countries, but rather to adopt cost-saving strategies using
lower-quality ingredients that can be bought cheaper. How-
ever, since the consumers are now more aware of this issue,

as our findings have proved, the manufacturers defend
themselves by stating more complex reasons for adopting
the dual-quality strategy such as the availability of resour-
ces, different taste preferences, and habits of consumers
from different backgrounds. As the findings in this study
prove, this issue is especially problematic for food products
where consumers are most inconvenienced by dual quality.

Conclusion

In recent years, Central European consumers have become
more demanding of quality. According to several surveys by
GfK Slovakia, most respondents state the quality and fresh-
ness of food as a decisive preference when buying food prod-
ucts (GfK, 2008; GfK, 2015). And although price is still
important for consumers when shopping, the emphasis on
quality is rising (GfK, 2017). In 2016, the Post Bank analysed
the shopping behaviour of the population of the Slovak
Republic (Kusnirova, 2016). The analysis showed that Slovak
consumers are interested in quality food, and in the western
regions of the Slovak Republic, are willing to pay a higher
price for such food. This view applies not only to the pur-
chase of food, but also when buying other products, for
example, sports shoes and supplies. From these results, it
can be concluded that Slovak consumers will no longer be
satisfied with low quality and will be concerned by the dual
quality of products, especially if they receive goods of a
lower quality. Therefore, organisations should implement
business strategies oriented on quality (Fidlerova, Starecek,
Vranakova, Bulut, & Keaney, 2022).

This research focused on exploring the relationship
between the nature of products tested to reveal dual quality
and customers’ experiences. The objective was to discover
whether the officially recognised test of dual quality man-
aged to create an accurate image of reality by selecting the
correct products for conducting the tests. However, reality
proved to be more complex, and more evidence is needed to
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fully understand the relationship between officially con-
ducted tests and consumers’ experiences. Therefore, this
research provides a significant contribution to the existing
pool of knowledge, However, the results need to be consid-
ered in the context of other studies conducted on the issue
of dual quality.

The Slovak Republic was selected as the country of inter-
est since it is one of the post-communist bloc countries. It
was chosen because, to the best of our knowledge, there
was no research on consumer attitudes towards dual quality
in this country. Several comparative tests were carried out,
and dual quality became the agenda of several Slovak politi-
cians, but the opinions of consumers were not investigated.
Similarly, even abroad, there are only comparative product
tests examining the existence of dual quality, and research
on consumer attitudes are absent. Consumers’ view of dual
quality was investigated only in the Czech Republic (Klicnar,
2017; Mth, 2016) and Poland (UOKiK, 2018). In Poland, only
consumers’ awareness of the existence of dual quality was
investigated, not their attitudes towards this issue.

In line with the aims of this research, it was discovered
that Slovak consumers are most bothered by dual quality in
the case of food products. Due to gender, women might
experience life differently, leading to differences in cogni-
tion, affect, and behaviour (Messner, 2017). In the case of
dual quality in the Slovak Republic, women were more con-
cerned about the issue than men. This result is in accordance
with the knowledge that women are generally considered to
be those who purchase and prepare food, and purchase
other household goods (Carlson, Miller, & Sassler, 2018;
Crane, Tangney, French, Wang, & Appelhans, 2019; Flagg,
Sen, Kilgore, & Locher, 2014). Furthermore, it was discov-
ered that consumers are most concerned about dual quality
in the case of food products. Most of the officially performed
tests included various categories of products enabling com-
parisons. As can be seen from the overview of testing prod-
ucts for dual quality in Europe (Figure 1), dual quality in the
case of food has indeed been confirmed. The pursuit of a
healthy lifestyle is increasingly important for consumers,
which is primarily related to healthy foods. Using different,
cheaper ingredients can be a reason for consumer dissatis-
faction. Moreover, consumers perceive dual quality as an
ethical issue. While the majority of Slovak consumers per-
ceive dual quality as an ethical problem, Czech consumers
also have a similar opinion and consider the application of
dual quality by producers to be unfair behaviour towards
consumers and it bothers them (Klicnar, 2017; Mth, 2016).

It is therefore very important for companies to properly
communicate this issue to their consumers. The majority of
respondents of the survey stated that dual quality should
not exist, and manufacturers should offer uniform products
throughout all EU markets. Consumers do not exclude differ-
ent products tailored to the specifics of each country; they
only require them to be clearly labelled. It is food that is an
important element through which national identity can be
promoted in everyday consumption. As stated by the pro-
ducers, it is sometimes legitimate to adapt products to local
ingredients and national tastes. Traditional dishes play an
important role in the authentication of ethnic and national
culture (Bardone & Spalvena, 2019; Nair & Maram, 2014;
Parasecoli, 2017). It is therefore legitimate to adapt prod-
ucts to the specific tastes and customs of each country, but

they should not be packed in the same or at first sight, very
similar packaging. There are a lot of attributes considered
while choosing a product; however, quality is the most
important factor for consumers when buying products, espe-
cially food, and it should be unified in the EU (Petrescu, Ver-
meir, Burny, & Petrescu-Mag, 2022).

Manufacturers should turn this in their favour and differ-
entiate in the packaging of their products. We therefore pro-
pose, for example the inscription ‘Made for ... (Slovakia)’.
Another designation can be ‘... (Slovak) recipe’ or the title
‘Slovak’ above the main product name. This label evokes a
sense of authenticity in the consumer and encourages con-
servative and traditionalist consumers to buy. Also, the
results of prior research show that, about 45% of people buy
products by country of origin (Petrescu-Mag & Petrescu,
2017). So, such a local designation can lead to an increase in
the company’s revenue (Foltys, Debicka-Ozorkiewicz,
Krolczyk, & Hiadlovsky, 2015; Sedliacikova, Satanova,
Zavadsky, & Zavadska, 2015; Zavadska, Syc, Korenkova, &
Zavadsky, 2017). When using local raw materials (or raw
materials allowed in a given country), if the products differ
in purchase price or simplification in the processing, this
should also reflect in the selling price of the goods.

Opportunities to conclude from the results of the few
officially recognised tests seem vast, at first glance. How-
ever, these tests did not consider the opinions of consumers
in the Slovak Republic thereby limiting their scope. This
research aimed to address the existing gap by providing a
different perspective on the issue. The main focus of the
comparison was on product categories where dual quality
could be proven, since this is the one aspect that can be
documented by both the officially recognised tests and
experiences of consumers covered in this research. Further-
more, this research also added to the work on this issue by
providing opinions of consumers on other aspects of dual
quality, such as on the nature of this problem and sources of
information on dual quality.

As research proves, the dual quality of products is a mat-
ter that involves several stakeholders. This problem was
especially highlighted by politicians (in the Slovak Republic
and the Czech Republic) who were involved in this issue,
took the opportunity and built their agenda on it, and
encouraged a solution to the issue of dual quality through
the European Commission. The European Commission did
not originally wish to address this issue, according to official
statements at the time. Manufacturers did not seem to
break any rules, as they indicate the composition of the
products on the packaging. Later, however— under pressure
from politicians in Central and Eastern Europe—the EU
acknowledged that such behaviour was not fair and took
steps to eliminate dual quality. The Joint Research Centre
developed a uniform methodology for product testing, and
the European Commission adopted a directive that identifies
dual quality as an unfair practice and provides for sanctions
for its use. National parliaments are now obliged to incorpo-
rate the prepared methodology and measures resulting from
the directive into their national legislation.

Comparative tests conducted at the national level have
shown that dual quality exists. However, the individual tests
had different methodologies and hence the results were not
comparable. The JRC’s unified test also confirmed the exis-
tence of dual quality, although the geographical pattern
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that products are worse in the eastern countries of the EU
than in the western ones was not confirmed. Most of the
tests focused on food, and only marginally on non-food
goods. Consumers’ views on the issue of dual quality were
not given much importance.

Dual quality bothers Slovak consumers mostly in the case
of food. However, they have more personal experience with
dual quality in the case of non-food goods, especially deter-
gents. The European Commission elaborated a framework
for uniform product testing at the national level. The list of
goods suitable for testing will also include products whose
dual quality was reported by consumers. As a result, non-
food products will also get more frequently into comparative
tests.

However, this methodology does not eliminate dual qual-
ity completely. Sometimes, there is a reason for dual quality,
for example, local tastes and preferences, customs, or pro-
duction conditions of the country. Consumers do not even
require dual quality to be eliminated, but they do require
that such products be properly labelled as having been made
specifically for their country. Manufacturers should also
have more opportunity to explain the use of dual quality in
order to explain and defend their practice.
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