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Productivity, Public Goods and Public Policy: agricultural biotechnology Potentials

GENETICALLY MODIFIED FISH AND SEAFOOD: CONSUMER ATTITUDES, MARKETING STRATEGIES, AND POLICY IMPLICATIONS
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Agricultural and Resource Economics program, West Virginia University, Morgantown, USA.
Genetic modification (GM) is a rapidly growing technology that can improve productivity and profitability for producers; however consumer acceptance of this technology is not fully understood, particularly as it relates to fish and seafood.    Previous research shows that historically, consumers, at least in the US, generally take into account price, nutritional and related characteristics of food when making purchase decisions rather than the method – or even location – of food production.  In fact, only two in five Americans are aware that genetically modified food products are currently offered for sale in supermarkets.  Simultaneously, research into commercial applications of GM technologies for seafood and other food production and processing is also growing.  In fact, GM ingredients now exist in approximately sixty percent of processed food.  Despite the widespread use of GM ingredients, polls in the US and elsewhere show a large number of consumers have reservations about their inclusion in food.  Consumer concerns relate primarily to health, food safety, and the environment. 

The purpose of this study is to evaluate consumer perceptions of GM foods in general, and fresh fish and seafood in particular.  Aquaculture production is growing in importance in many parts of the world, and researchers are increasingly looking at genetic modification to increase production efficiency.

We conducted a phone survey of a random sample of US households.  The survey was designed with a view to determining the variation in consumer perceptions using a combination of attitudinal variables (e.g., consumer beliefs and perceptions of risks and benefits); hedonic or sensory variables (e.g., taste and appearance); demographic variables (such as age and education); and spatial variables (such as location of production.  

We employed a qualitative choice (logit) econometric model for estimation.  We find that for households who do not perceive a difference between conventional and GM fish and seafood, the likelihood of consuming GM foods increases by 30%.  As expected, we found that if GM fish results in it being cheaper, consumers are 16% more likely to consume it, whereas likelihood of consumption increases by 21% if GM fish results in better taste.  Females are 12% less likely to consume GM fish, while African Americans are 20% less likely to consume it.  Consistent with results from previous studies (which deal with GM foods in general), high-income households (>$75,000) are more likely (by 16%) to consume GM fish.  Contrary to expectations, but similar to previous studies, education is not a significant determinant.  Overall, the model performed well in terms of signs and significance of coefficients, and predictive capability which was almost 80%.

The analysis can contribute to a better understanding of the factors influencing fish and seafood consumption decisions particularly as they relate to the use of GM technologies.  For example, if increasing consumption of GM fish is an industry objective, in addition to reassuring consumers about health, safety, and environmental concerns, the industry should focus on modifications that result tastier and/or cheaper products.  In addition, they should focus their marketing efforts on males and non-African American households.  The results can be used to derive other marketing strategies and in policy formulation. 

