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Summary

Nowadays, private labels (PLs) are an important part in grocery retailing and 
are gaining popularity in other product categories. This work intends to give an 
overview of the factors affecting private label products and the probable purchase 
decisions of young Polish consumers. In an experimental study, five focus group in-
terviews (FGI) were conducted. The article presents young buyers’ feelings and at-
titudes toward PL products, including their thoughts on design improvement. After 
putting under scrutiny the private label image, the research results concerning the 
food and cosmetics packaging evaluation and retailers’ marketing communication 
activities are shown. An additional purpose of the work is to gather not only the de-
clared but also latent associations with private labels. The adoption of the projection 
techniques enabled raising the issue of the PLs buyer profile. The paper concludes 
with practical recommendations for future private label development.
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Introduction

The origins of Private Labels are associated with a paradigm shift in the distribution sys-
tem on the FMCG market that resulted in a transition from traditional distribution chains to 
the highly concentrated retailing groups controlling the whole distribution channel (Puelles 
Pѐrez 2015). Private labels developed as an option to drive customers to their retail out-
lets and are currently conscientiously managed and marketed to improve the retailer’s com-
petitive edge. The strategic importance of PLs continues to grow, but value shares are not 
correspondingly distributed. Europe has the highest private labels penetration and growth 
rate worldwide. Poland has the third highest percentage share increase of private labels in 
Europe, but the PLs share in total sales is still much lower than in the well developed markets 
(in 2016 constituted 30% of market share in volume), indicating significant growth potential 
(PLMA 2016).

Private labels have been widely discussed and documented in both practitioner and ac-
ademic-oriented studies. However, an extensive review of the literature highlights a gap in 
the research on the topic of young consumers’ perceptions of private labels. According to 
Massciotte et al. (2011) young people visit malls more frequently than other age groups. 
Therefore, retailers should consider how Generation Y responds to their brands (Bhaduri 
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and Stanforth 2016). In Kansra’s (2014) opinion young consumers are currently inclined 
more towards leading a comfortable and hassle – free life. Moreover, they have come into 
the possession of money and wish to spend it on trusted goods and services. This segment 
is characterized by increasing expectations and demands regarding shopping, therefore it is 
considered as an economic influencer. Sarakar J.G. and Sarakar A. (2017) notice that when 
it comes to the retail consumption context it is expected that susceptibility to social influence 
is known to generate greater embarrassment among young people. 

Theoretical background

Private labels started over 100 years ago and initially were considered as cheap, low qual-
ity imitiations of popular brands, due to their image copies strategies in terms of packaging, 
colors and ingredients (Weiβ 2015). Retailers saw the PLs potential of building loyalty and 
being a powerful tool for creating a sustainable differential retail advantage. Nowadays, the 
private label has become the dominant strategy in the retailers’ reorientation from selling to 
marketing and retailers have complex brand portfolios, including not only generics and cop-
ycat brands, but also premium, super-premium and benefit-based brands (Thain and Bradley 
2012). Retail brands are not only found on food and major supermarkets, hypermarkets and 
discounters offer almost every product under the retailer’s brand (Puelles Pѐrez 2015). 

Consumer-focused academic research has assessed the subject matter from a multide of 
perspectives, ranging from demographic to psychographics and cultural factors affecting 
attitudes toward PLs (Weiβ 2015). Consumers’ decision making processes are way more 
complicated than any single construct could possibly and clearly explain. According to the 
literature, price and quality were the most concentrated determinants of the private label 
purchase decision. Since PLs have expanded their appeal beyond the price, new factors 
became relevant to their success and growth. Store image, retailer corporate reputation and 
a set of consumer’s habit of purchasing are identified as influencing consumer attitudes and 
preferences towards PLs by Calvo Porral and Lang (2015). A large number of publications 
describe the attitudes of private label buyers, but mainly limiting to statements about the 
economy, shopping and advertising. However, there are deficiencies in consumers’ feelings, 
needs, expectations and attitudes towards PLs products. Current research reveals that price 
considerations treated alone cannot explain consumer behavior and other factors such as 
previous experience with PL, value consciousness or risk awareness need to be assessed dur-
ing determining consumers’ attitude towards these products (Weiβ 2015). Moreover, besides 
price, the quality perceptions play a major role in determining whether consumers will buy 
a private label or not. Connolly (2013) explains that changes in consumer preferences have 
paved the way for PL designs and packaging with a smart look that convey differentiated 
quality play an essential role in retailer brand strategies. On the basis of the literature review, 
the following research questions were established: RQ1. What are the important attrib-
utes for young consumers when they purchase private label products?
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According to Labeaga et al. (2007) PLs assist building loyalty by differentiating the 
retailer. Collins and Burt (2003) underline that consumers who purchase particular brands 
as a routine become loyal not only to that brand but also to the store. Moreover, market-
ing communication is an important tool for distinguishing one retail brand from another 
(Uusitalo 2001). There is now a trend towards advertising PL. It is worth noting that 
promotion alone – at the point-of-purchase, as well as advertising can create all of the 
communication effects, but it must stimulate awareness and build a tentatively positive 
attitude for the product (Percy 2014). While there is considerable literature regarding the 
branding strategies of national brands, there are few studies dedicated to the branding 
strategies of PL brands, particularly in emerging economies. Based on this gap, the second 
research question was adopted: RQ2: Do the declared attitudes toward private labels 
differ between the retailers?

Most of the scientific research in PLs concerns the food market (Gaviglio et al. 2015). 
The literature lacks insights into the differences between attributes preferences of PL buy-
ers across product categories. That is why also non-food PL brands should be investigated, 
especially nowadays, when major supermarkets and hypermarkets offer almost any product 
under the retailer’s brand. One of the interesting phenomena concerning PLs is the fact that 
their growth has been highly uneven across product categories (Hoch and Banerji 1993), so 
performance risks are different for each of the product categories. In Doyle’s (2013) opin-
ion, customers feel a bigger personal risk in the case of beauty products that can make this 
category problematic for PL producers to increase market shares. Based on this gap in the 
literature, the third research question was posed as following: RQ3: Do customer attitudes 
toward PLs differ between the food and beauty sector? 

Methodology

Focus-group interviews (FGI) were developed to determine people’s subjective feelings 
towards the presented PL products. According to Sarkar, Sharma and Kalro (2016), focus 
group discussions are a proper tool for identifying the critical intrinsic and extrinsic cues 
that influence the choice to purchase PLs. To elicit young buyers’ perceptions and feelings 
towards private label products, five FGI moderated by the author were conducted between 
October 2015 to May 2016. A total of 37 respondents living in Greater Poland took part in 
the research. The sample was recruited via snowball and convenience sampling techniques. 
Groups were small (5-9 people), gender balanced (19 females and 18 males) and relatively 
homogeneous (at the age of 20-34). The only condition imposed on the participants was 
shopping in supermarkets and hypermarkets at least once a month and the questions were 
open-ended. Discussions were audio-taped, transcribed verbatim and analyzed according to 
the qualitative content analysis. In order to better stimulate active responses from the partici-
pants 10 food products and 10 beauty products from four retailers were shown to the groups 
as fixed stimulus materials. 
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Discussion of findings

Private label image

In general young customers had a positive attitude towards PL products from the food 
category. Affordable price and decent product quality were two primary associations. 
Respondents were convinced that almost every branded product of each retailer had a PL 
counterpart – even for cosmetics – which is not true (the market offer varies from the retail 
chain). Among other connotations respondents enumerated: Polish producer and regular ac-
cessibility. Private label products were considered as offering the same commercial quality 
as branded products because they are produced by well-known manufacturers. PLs were 
defined as less known and offering a narrow assortment – typically a one product per each 
category, that can be reached only in the particular retail chain. The main objection to the PL 
was poor packaging – in terms of image and durability and evident similarity to the branded 
products.

Respondents stated that perceptions of food quality differ between the retail chains. In 
this instance the medium sized supermarkets of Biedronka and Lidl were in the forefront of 
dairy products and sweets. In young customers’ opinions it was worth taking a risk when 
buying unknown, non-branded products because it was not a great expense. Buyers were not 
accustomed to recommending private label products to each other. Although doing shopping 
with peers was not an issue (furthermore it became a practice before going to a party), when 
it comes to offering their guests the PL’s young food customers preferred to provide a prod-
uct without the original packaging. A summary of young customers’ favorite private label 
products is shown below in Table 1.

Table 1
Favorite private label products among the various categories 

Category Products

food

sweets jelly beans, cookies, chocolate, biscuit wafers, chocolate raisins

dairy products milk, yoghurt, curd, eggs,

powdered products sugar, salt, pasta, rice, oats, flour, cornflakes, 

frozen food vegetables, pizza, lasagna, ice cream,

drinks water, juice, coke, whisky, beer, wine, 

snacks crisps, salted sticks, nuts,

meat and fish chicken, sausages, cooked meats, salmon, 

seasonings dressings, spices, ketchup,

non-food
paper articles toilet paper, tissues, wet wipes, paper towels, 

detergents liquid soap, face wash, bubble bath, dishwasher liquid, cleaning agents, 

Source: own elaboration.
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Respondents stated that they had never been disappointed by buying these PL products, 
so it means that they are good substitutes for branded products, but only for captive use. 
However, they agreed that PLs should under no circumstances be given as a gift (from 
grandparents were an exception to the rule, but from a friend – may be perceived as insult-
ing). In the case of the premium products respondents claimed that sometimes it happened 
that they bought PL food for pleasure (mainly in Lidl), due to the delicious taste and en-
couraging, exclusive packaging. They recognized them especially by the higher than normal 
product price or very attractive packaging, but could not recall the name.

Packaging evaluation

Young customers expressed their reservations mostly into the PLs packaging. Therefore, 
the basic comments and remarks were taken duly into consideration as set out below. Private 
labels were associated with uniformed colors and unaesthetic labels. Respondents described 
them as puny, very basic, repeatable, not an outstanding product, with unfinished labels. 
Large writing or a logo on the front of the packaging was rejected because of the associations 
they had with cheapness and poor quality. Moreover, the label and color should fit well to 
the content of the product.

FG2, n11 (M): “Private labels are distinguished by the fact that they are really ugly. 
I must really need to buy these cosmetics.” The striking similarity to branded products was 
also pointed out by the respondents. Just copying well-known brands’ image directly was 
perceived as “misleading” or even “cheating” – stealing someone else’s marketing ideas. 
Respondents declared that they were annoyed by this fact and that they would exactly know 
the difference between brands. 

FG4, n32 (M): “It looks like a copy. That retailers were afraid of the competition or they 
want to increase sales by preying on other brands.” 

All opinions referred to in this paragraph were related to food product packaging (due to 
the knowledge of the products – according to declarations made by respondents, it appears 
that they were not familiar with private label cosmetics). Nevertheless, it is also worth hear-
ing opinions on the PL cosmetic products presented during the research (the number of prod-
ucts exceeded the number of single FGI participants). Interestingly, each product was chosen 
at least once during the research, even those perceived as intimated. An illustrative list of 
respondents opinions on private label food and beauty products is included below in Table 2.

The following directions for private label improvement could be established according to 
the results from the FGI analysis. Generally speaking, in the case of groceries, the eye-catch-
ing appearance, unusual shape, colorful and solid packaging were valued by the respondents. 
Additionally, a “window” enabling to see the product and sign with ‘made in Poland’ were 
convincing to the customers. Likewise, in terms of the cosmetic and sanitary products in-
teresting shape and packaging design were crucial. Respondents appreciated the products 
trendy look as well as its pleasant fragrance. The major downsides concerned the illegible 
labels (inadequate lettering size and color), too conspicuous logo or brand, rejecting colors 
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Table 2
Examples of interviewees’ opinions on private label groceries, cosmetics  
and sanitary products

Product Positive opinion Negative opinion

cornflakes practical opening and closing, sturdy 
packaging, window enabling to see the 
content of the package, 

too much sugar and fat, hard to read the 
information placed on the wrapped part,  
the pouch looks like it is empty,

chocolate simple and shiny surface – proof of an 
undamaged product,

lack of an open-close strip, different weight 
and size, too much sugar,

chocolate bar very good lettering, big size, a taste icon, not an encouraging color, too much 
information,

cream rolls nice packaging, verified taste, looks natural, too much sugar,

Jelly powder nice packaging, satisfaction guarantee, looks like it is faded, too shiny,

jelly beans looks delicious, attractive shape, quality 
guarantee, vitamins, colorful, 

associated with bad sweets, too much lettering 
– looks like it is dirty, 

juice good lettering – Warner Brother license, logo does not match any characters,

pudding printed sample with new application, seems pretty harsh,

rice wafers artistic packaging, aesthetic, nice color and 
good lettering, better higher pack,

really messy design, unimaginative, photos of 
a fit woman,

tea (black and 
fruit)

small, handy, recognizable taste, aesthetic, 
good closing method, 

pouch, confusing about flavor, description only 
on the reverse side, 

body lotion nice smell, exclusive, very encouraging, like grey soap, too much liquid, not easy to 
recognize,

deodorant handy shape, good cap, an uninteresting fragrance, 

hand cream slender shape, prestige, without allergens, a flower and a woman’s hand suggest that it is 
not for men, 

sanitary pads comfort in buying discrete packaging, too conspicuous lettering,

liquid soap minimalistic, clear, nice bottle, watered down, risk of spilling into the bag,

wipes colorful, interesting artwork, easy to find, bad rhubarb smell,

shampoo  colors preferred by men – blue, green, black, white color not attractive,

shower gel groove to hold in the hand, peeling included, 
2 in 1 product, bright packaging with 
a fragrance cue, 

looks poor, unreadable – transparent and small 
lettering or overlapping, front looks like reverse 
side, unpleasant fragrance,

tissues pretty, safe, classic package, looks expensive, only 90 sheets, really thin, difficult to blow 
one’s nose on,

toothpaste fragrance and a good flavor, well presented, awful, looks cheesy, hard to work out what the 
ingredients are,

Note: For each category there were four products tested, including Biedronka, Lidl, Tesco and Piotr i Paweł 
supermarkets (unless the retailer was not providing the particular product). 
Source: as in Table 1.
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(pink mainly – for both genders) and packaging not corresponding with the contents. Among 
nearly 80 products only a few were recognized as interesting (looked like somebody cares 
and made some effort to prepare attractive packaging). Hence, the suggestions for improve-
ment included clearer, simpler and truly harmonized label images. Durability was another 
very important proposal. In substance, respondents claimed that they had their own favorite 
cosmetic brands and it would be difficult to convince them to try out unknown products. 

Marketing communication

When asked about retailers marketing activities in terms of PL promoting, respond-
ents were confused. The first impulse was a promotional magazine or a TV advertisement. 
Retailers’ magazines were defined as cool, pretty, interesting (however there should be a sec-
tion dedicated to PL description). A mobile version, efficiently operating also should be pro-
vided. Respondents mentioned that there was no need to pitch the PLs on television, because 
customers were familiar with these goods and were willing to purchase them without advertis-
ing. Surprisingly, Millennials’ were not familiar with the retailers online marketing activities 
or the social media accounts nor check retailers websites in search of promotional product. 

In terms of store activities, there should be a stronger emphasis on product promotion in 
the checkout line. Only interesting and eye catching products should be displayed. A celeb-
rity recommendation and quality certificate were further ideas to convince young customers 
about the quality of private label products. Retailers should figure out how to give some 
information about products and how to make PL well-known (e.g. cosmetics in dispensers in 
dormitories). Nowadays, retailers underestimate the power of marketing activity in the case 
of the promotion of private labels and should work on improving it.

When it comes to the online experience, only a few respondents declared that they bought 
from the retailers over the internet. Customers, who had tested that method, indicated that it 
is really easy, quick, safe and convenient. There were no concerns about the products quality, 
mainly due to the fact that buyers had an opportunity to resign from the purchase any given 
product during the delivery. Only one serious reservation concerned the delivery date. In 
the case of buying private label products online respondents had different views. Some did 
not have objections to the PL claiming that they were buying everything from the retailer 
web page and it is really an attractive method, even a kind of a surprise, while others were 
convinced to buy the original brands only or to the verified products. 

Buyer profile 

The projection techniques were used to obtain young customers latent attitude towards 
PLs. In the Incomplete Sentences Test as a source of information about the private label 
offer respondents indicated the retailer’s store, promotional magazine or an advertisement 
(a few respondents declared to be acquainted with private label products “for ages”). The 
main reasons of buying PL products were as follows: “they are good” and “they are at a good 
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price”. Similarly, when asked about other consumers’ reasons, “ good value for money” 
and “a good price” were leading. The main concern was related to the quality of cosmetics 
that could be overcome by the recommendations. Other stimulus referred to the attractive 
packaging, nice flavor, good product description and the quality certificates. The evaluation 
of the retailers advertisements were praised mainly on the promotion and the interesting and 
truthful content. The frequency and artificiality in the advertisements were the major irrita-
tion factors. Additionally, respondents were confused by the different promotion dates, the 
faked promotions, the promoted products deficiencies and information overload. Asked in 
the bubble test1 about the causes of buying PL preferences respondents mentioned mainly 
the lack of money or wanting to economize. However, some of them were considering if it 
was worth trying such products, since other people were decided on buying them. Another 
option in responding in the bubble test was “not my deal” that suggests that young people 
are not interested in other people’s shopping decisions.

Conclusions and recommendations

Under the present market conditions, the creation of private labels is one of the promising 
directions of the communication of retailers with customers, since they attract customers by 
providing cheaper and affordable prices (with an eliminated risk of poor quality) and buy 
customer loyalty. Finally, retail chains are becoming more competitive, can achieve a greater 
turnover, higher revenue and profits and make cost savings through their private labels. In 
addition account needs to be taken of the retailers control over private label product factors 
such as pricing, size, package design, production and distribution. 

This paper offers an understanding of young customers’ views and experiences of buying 
private label products that differ between retailer chains. When deciding to buy PL products 
the most important selection factors were the evaluation and conviction that a product was 
good. It means that the private label’s appeal goes beyond price. Nowadays, consumers are 
looking for quality and value, and PL delivers on both of these attributes. Respondents had 
no hesitancy in buying private label food, but a greater consideration was given to beauty 
products. During the research some discrepancies among the consumers declared attitude 
and their real shopping behavior were noticed. Respondents were particularly vigilant dur-
ing expressing their opinions about potential private label users – rather for poor people, but 
defining them as good products at a reasonable price after a while and listing their favorite 
products without any hesitation.

The presented private label perceptions might result in relevant managerial implications 
for retailers and marketing professionals. Under pressure to improve business results, retailers 
are accelerating their focus on PL products to meet customers’ needs and desires, differentiate 

1  The picture presents a situation when two couples are in a store, and one of them has a shopping cart full of private label 
products. Another couple is talking about this: “Look how many private label products they are buying”. Respondents were 
asked to comment on the picture.
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their brands, deliver lifestyle choices and increase consumer loyalty. The rapid growth of store 
brands has resulted in private label capabilities that may lack a consistent approach. 

A major consideration for retailers should be the PL packaging strategy that accounts for 
winning the attention of shoppers. It is highly advisable to provide consistent branding, be-
cause bright, colorful, messy designs are not perceived well, meanwhile respondents prefer 
clean, clever and simple but crisp layouts. The image should change depending on the mes-
sage for the product category. The imitation strategy is experienced negatively and products 
should have their own look – trendy but minimalistic.

The improvement of PL’s quality perception should be strongly presented as a strategic 
priority. Even though retailers have made efforts for serious quality improvements in recent 
years, they have continued to suffer from poor quality perceptions in the non-food category. 
Consumers, seeking quality (but still price-sensitive) are expecting from PL attributes such 
as consistency, reliability and trust, so retailers should provide additional information cues 
(i.e. in the form of the manufacturers name or public quality label). Existing research sug-
gests that the influence of familiarity on choice stresses the importance of marketing activi-
ties such as trial packs, free samples etc., which enhance the quality perception of a store 
brand (but only when the brand was of a high quality) and convert consumers to PLs and 
increase goodwill. Managers must continually monitor how customers perceive store brands 
and deliver consistent and clear positioning, supported by implementing innovative ideas or 
improvements that keep their brands up-to-date.

The current study is limited to four retailers in Poland so future research can consider 
multiple retailers which can provide a better outlook about the factors determining private 
label purchases. A second limitation of the study is the concentration on only two product 
categories and an explanation of further product categories would enhance the explanatory 
power of future studies. It must be pointed out that due to the small sample size the transfer-
ability of the findings must be done with particular caution. Therefore, additional research 
would be recommended from a neuromarketing perspective, in order to reach to the latent 
determiners of young consumers’ buying habits. 
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Determinanty wpływające na zakupy produktów marek własnych 
przez młodych polskich konsumentów 

Streszczenie

Obecnie marki własne stanowią istotną część handlu detalicznego artykułami 
spożywczymi i zyskują na popularności w innych kategoriach produktów. Opraco-
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wanie ma na celu przedstawienie przeglądu czynników wpływających na produkty 
marek własnych i prawdopodobne decyzje nabywcze młodych polskich konsumen-
tów. W badaniu eksperymentalnym przeprowadzono pięć zogniskowanych wywia-
dów grupowych (FGI). W artykule przedstawiono odczucia i postawy młodych 
nabywców wobec produktów marek własnych, w tym ich sądy na temat ulepszania 
wzornictwa. Po poddaniu analizie wizerunku marki własnej przedstawiono wyniki 
badań dotyczących oceny opakowań żywności i kosmetyków oraz działania deta-
listów w zakresie komunikacji marketingowej. Dodatkowym celem opracowania 
jest zebranie nie tylko deklarowanych, lecz również ukrytych skojarzeń z markami 
własnymi. Przyjęcie technik projekcyjnych umożliwiło poruszenie kwestii profilu 
nabywców marek własnych. Artykuł kończy się praktycznymi zaleceniami co do 
przyszłego rozwoju marek własnych.

Słowa kluczowe: marki własne, konsumenci, opakowania, rozwój.

Kody JEL: D31, L81, M30 

Детерминанты, влияющие на покупки продуктов собственных 
торговых марок молодыми польскими потребителями 

Резюме

В настоящее время собственные торговые марки представляют собой 
существенную часть розничной торговли продовольственными товарами  
и обретают все бóльшую популярность в других категориях продуктов. Цель 
разработки – представить обзор факторов, влияющих на продукты собствен-
ных торговых марок и вероятные покупательские решения молодых поль-
ских потребителей. В экспериментальном обследовании провели пять фокус-
групп. Статья представляет впечатления и отношение молодых покупателей  
к продуктам собственных торговых марок, в том числе их мнения об улучше-
нии дизайна. Проведя анализ имиджа собственной торговой марки, предста-
вили результаты изучения, касающегося оценки упаковки продуктов питания  
и косметики, а также действия розничных торговцев в области маркетинговой 
коммуникации. Дополнительная цель разработки – получить не только декла-
рируемые, но и латентные ассоциации с собственными торговыми марками. 
Принятие проекционных техник дал возможность затронуть вопрос профиля 
покупателей продуктов собственных марок. В конце статьи содержатся практи-
ческие рекомендации насчет будущего развития собственных торговых марок.

Ключевые слова: собственные торговые марки, потребители, упаковка, раз-
витие.
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