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CONSUMER PREFERENCES AND ATTITUDES FOR GM FOODS: ESTIMATING THE SOCIAL WELFARE OF GM LABELLING AND INVESTIGATING THE IMPORTANCE OF PREFERENCE HETEROGENEITY.
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The use of biotechnology for the production of genetically modified (GM) foods has been under increasing public scrutiny and debate. Several surveys and polls conducted in the EU during the last few years have showed that the application of biotechnology to food production is not well accepted. At the same time the European Commission has pursued a regulatory regime on genetically modified organisms (GMOs) that establishes a GM labelling system that is feared may lead to higher crop and food prices. In light of the public's uneasiness with GM foods and the likely increase in crop and retail food prices as a result of recent EU legislation on GM labelling, further investigation is warranted on individual preferences for foods with and without GM ingredients or content. The current paper reports on the results of a large scale study that sought to examine preferences and attitudes of the UK public for foods that contain varying degrees of GM content. The study employed the choice modelling technique to survey 2000 UK households between Oct-Nov 2001. The focus of the study was on eggs that originate from hens that have been fed with a diet with varying degrees of GM content. The main of aim of the study was to estimate the social benefits of reducing GM content in such foods. The results of the multinomial logit model suggest that such benefits could be potentially substantial. In addition, the study acknowledges that not all consumers are the same and explicitly modelled preference heterogeneity. This was accomplished by using a latent variable market segmentation model that allowed for extraction of various market segments of consumers. GM resistance is seen to vary across segments. Overall the results of this study lend support to current EU policies requiring tractability and labelling and highlighted the potential benefits (in terms of social welfare) from market segregation of food products into GM and GM free. 

The study is part of a large scale economic analysis of consumer preferences for GM foods with the titled 'Comparative Analysis of Socio-economic Evaluations of Conventional, Organic and Biotechnology Products' and has been funded by the OECD. Details of this project can be found at http://www.cserge.ucl.ac.uk/r3.html#comp 

