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Productivity, Public Goods and Public Policy: agricultural biotechnology Potentials

WILLINGNESS TO PAY FOR GENETICALLY MODIFIED FOODS WITH BUNDLED HEALTH AND ENVIRONMENTAL ATTRIBUTES
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Until recently, there has been little empirical evidence identifying the benefits of labeling genetically modified foods (GMFs). Except for Boccaletti and Moro (2000), a general limitation of the research is they assume there are only two types of consumers, those who want to avoid GMFs and those who are indifferent. This is tied to an assumption that the genetic modification only provides benefits to consumers by lowering prices; i.e., the studies do not look at situations where individuals may derive non-price benefits. However, the use of biotechnology in food production can have multidimensional effects on product quality. Consumers may want to know about some or all of the changes in product attributes brought about by the use of biotechnology.  Our study takes a similar path as Boccaletti and Moro in that the presence of GM ingredients is directly tied to changes in the health and environmental attributes of the product.  

During the summer of 2002, we conducted a mail survey to a sample of 6,000 U.S residents.  In total 2,285 individuals responded to the mail survey for a response rate of 38 percent.  In general our survey respondents are relatively representative of the characteristics of the U.S. adult population.  In the survey respondents were asked to respond to a food product choice scenario.  In the scenario, respondents viewed information about two representative brands of a product (either bread, frozen corn, or eggs).  The brands within the scenario differed in terms of price and the percent of genetically modified ingredients use in the product.  In addition, product labels may have included positive or negative health or environmental messages related to the genetic modification.  Finally, we varied by the agency certifying the information displayed on the label.  The aforementioned information treatments were randomly assigned to survey respondents.  Respondents were asked to indicate which brand they would choose.  

Respondent utility is significantly reduced with higher prices, a higher percent of GM ingredients, and warnings of possible long-term health or environmental consequences.  GM-linked health benefits did not yield higher utility whereas, GM-linked environmental benefits did.  Consumer utility was significantly higher on products labeled as GM-free when government groups served as the certifying agency (relative to several private certifying groups).  Respondents who were identified as placing more importance on production-related benefits were more accepting of products with GM content while respondents who place more importance on avoiding personal negative effects were less accepting of GM content.


Results suggest that respondents are willing to pay about US$0.17 per loaf for bread certified as GM free by the Food and Drug Administration when respondents believe about 10 percent of the underlying bread ingredients contain GM elements.  Willingness to pay increases as respondents’ baseline assumption concerning current GM content increases.  Respondents would be indifferent between their current brand of bread and bread made of all GM ingredients if the GM product totally eliminates the need for pesticides and is certified as such by the Food and Drug Administration.  

