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Marianne McGarry Wolf and Nicholas P. Giacalone

California Polytechnic State University, San Luis Obispo, California, USA
This research uses simulated test marketing methodology to compare consumer purchase interest in organically grown fresh corn with fresh corn that is grown through the use of biotechnology. Consumer perceptions of organic corn are compared to their perceptions of corn that is grown through the use of biotechnology. The research uses a survey instrument and a concept exposure that were administered through the use of a personal interview of 797 randomly selected respondents at food stores in San Luis Obispo County, California.  All respondents had purchased corn in the past two years. In May 2001, 270 food shoppers were interviewed.  An additional 145 food shoppers were interviewed in December 2001. Finally, 300 food shoppers were interviewed in January 2002. San Luis Obispo County was designated the best test market in the United States by Demographics Daily (Thomas, 2001).  San Luis Obispo was found to be the best of 3,141 counties to represent a microcosm of the United States based on 33 statistical indicators.  


Simulated test marketing research is a valid methodology that has been used by the marketing community since the 1960’s to forecast purchase interest in new products and new positionings for existing products. The methodology is used to test changes in the marketing mix, such as product features, on purchase interest. The interview process for most simulated test marketing methodologies occurs in three stages. The initial interview stage generates purchase interest.  The second phase occurs after the consumer has taken the product home to use.  The second phase generates the first repeat purchase probability and the purchase cycle.  The third phase generates loyalty and refines the purchase cycle.

This research is conducted through the use of a concept exposure phase only. Purchase interest in this research uses an eleven-point purchase intent scale.  Each of the eleven points is coupled with a verbal anchor from: "Certain will buy‑‑99 chances in 100" to "No chance will buy‑‑zero chances in 100.”  The eleven‑point behavior probability scale was developed by Dr. Thomas Juster and published in different forms during the 1960's. The eleven point scale couples word meanings with probability estimates to enhance serious thinking.  The eleven point scale has been employed and validated by marketing research companies such as Yankelovich Partners since the early 1960's in numerous consumer behavior studies including packaged goods, durables, financial products and services, and other categories.


This research uses the laboratory experiment component of simulated test marketing in a three cell study design to test the impact of a change in the product feature, type of production, on purchase interest in fresh corn. Since the impact of the type of production is examined here, the price is held constant and the appearance of the corn is held constant. One cell is the control cell and examines purchase interest in conventionally grown corn at the existing market price.  The second cell examines purchase interest in organic corn at the same price. Cell three examines purchase interest in corn grown through the use of biotechnology, also at the market price.  The organically grown corn is introduced to the consumer with the following positioning statement:  A new type of sweet corn is available at your local store that is grown organically! This new sweet corn is safer for the environment because it is grown without pesticides!  The corn that is grown through the use of biotechnology is introduced to the consumer with the following positioning statement:  A new type of sweet corn is available at your local store that is produced using biotechnology! This new sweet corn is safer for the environment because it is grown using less pesticides!  The control cell is introduced with the statement:  Sweet corn is available at your local store now!  
Comparisons of nominal and ordinal variables are generated through the use of chi-square tests.  The statistical tests used to examine interval and ratio variables are t-tests and one-way analysis of variance.  The analysis indicates that purchase interest in conventionally grown corn is similar to that observed for biotech corn.  Consumers showed a higher purchase interest in the organic corn.  Consumers that indicated organically grown is a desirable characteristic were less likely to purchase corn grown using biotechnology.  However, consumers that indicated organically grown is a desirable characteristic were more likely to purchase organic corn.   Further, consumers that indicated free of pesticides is a desirable characteristic were more likely to purchase organic corn.


In order to understand the factors that motivate the consumer’s purchase interest, positioning research is conducted. Positioning research examines the factors that motivate consumers to purchase in the product category. In this research, respondents rated thirteen characteristics that describe corn on a five point desirability scale. Characteristics of corn concerning freshness, quality, price, production method, and impact on the environment were rated. Consumers were asked the following question: "Please rate the following characteristics you look for when shopping for corn where: 5 = Extremely Desirable;  4 = Very Desirable;  3 = Somewhat Desirable;  2 = Slightly Desirable;  1 = Not At All Desirable.”  Means of the interval scale ratings are used to evaluate the desirability of the individual characteristics.   

 In addition to examining the desirability of individual characteristics, positioning research examines how consumers perceive specific corn products to perform on those characteristics.  In order to understand how consumers perceive organically grown corn and corn grown through the use of biotechnology, respondents rated each type of corn on the characteristics that are rated for desirability.  Respondents answered the following question:  "Based on your perceptions, please use the following scale to describe how these characteristics describe organic corn, corn grown through the use of biotechnology, and conventionally grown corn where:  5 = Describes completely;  4 = Describes very well;
3 = Describes somewhat;  2 = Describes slightly;  1 = Does not describe at all."     Organic corn was rated higher on all of the qualitative attributes rated by the consumers.  However, the biotech corn rated higher on the characteristics relating to biotechnology.  Thus, although the positioning statement, picture of the corn, and price were the same.  The organic corn was rated higher than the biotech corn and generated a higher purchase interest.  The conventionally grown corn did not have a positioning statement and rated higher on the freshness and value characteristics than the biotech corn.  However, the biotech corn rated higher on the characteristic, free of pesticides and generated the same purchase interest as the conventionally grown corn.
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