ABSTRACT

7th International ICABR Conference

Ravello, Italy, June 29, 30 - July 1, 2 and 3, 2003

Productivity, Public Goods and Public Policy: agricultural biotechnology Potentials

CONSUMER RESPONSE TO FOOD SAFETY RECALLS: THE CASE OF STARLINK

Leonie A. Marks and Nicholas Kalaitzandonakes

Department of Agricultural Economics, University of Missouri-Columbia, Missouri 
Steven S. Vickner

Department of Agricultural Economics, University of Kentucky, Lexington, KY

.

This research was funded by the Illinois Missouri Biotechnology Alliance and, in part, supported by the Missouri Agricultural Experiment Station and the University of Kentucky Agricultural Experiment Station.  Senior authorship is unassigned.

In October of 2000 a series of products were recalled from grocery shelves across the United States.  These products were recalled because they had been manufactured with ingredients partly derived from Starlink corn.  Starlink corn, containing the Cry9C protein, had been approved for use in animal feed only and was not intended for human consumption.  As a result of the recall, and subsequent adverse publicity, public awareness about biotech foods (IFIC, 2001) increased.  For several months following the recall, opinion surveys indicated a dip in consumer attitudes towards biotech foods. But did such attitude changes translate into changes in consumer behavior?  

In this paper, we examine how US consumers responded to the recall of food products contaminated with Starlink corn, and subsequent media coverage.  We use national-level, syndicated point-of-purchase data to estimate consumer demand for related food categories. We use a statistical model of demand consistent with the contemporary time series demand literature.  Our model of consumer demand accounts for the separate influences of own price, the price of substitutes, real expenditure for the product category, seasonality, holiday effects, time trends, product promotions and external information proxied by public media coverage of Starlink.  

The media messages, and the specific timing of those messages, are analyzed using content analysis.  We overlay media coverage with national level sales to address the following research questions:

(1) Did US consumers change their purchasing patterns as a result of Starlink?

(2) Did Starlink depress overall sales of products/brands that were contaminated over a long time period (i.e., even after the recall was over)? 

(3) Did Starlink depress or boost sales of related products that were not contaminated?

(4) Did consumers substitute towards alternative products as a result of Starlink and did they switch back?  

(5) Did public statements about the resulting safety of the food supply (once the contaminated product had been removed and/or reassurances that the risk of adverse health effects was minimal) counteract the negative effect of the food recall?

