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Productivity, Public Goods and Public Policy: agricultural biotechnology Potentials

WHO DO CONSUMERS TRUST FOR INFORMATION? THE CASE OF GENETICALLY MODIFIED FOODS
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The introduction of new goods creates disequilibrium in the market for goods, and therefore a demand for more information to assist consumers (and producers) in making decisions on adoption and use.  The challenge for agents is to sort through the various, often competing, sources of information. To be effective, groups that disseminate information need the trust of agents.  When multiple groups, e.g., biotech companies, environmental groups, the government, and possibly others, provide conflicting information on a new product or process like GM-foods, agents place different levels of trust in the various sources.  

We present a model of the contributions of personal and social capital of a consumer in the formation of trust, and test a multinominal logit model of consumer’s relative trust in five different sources of information on genetic modification using a unique data set. The data are from a random sample of 318 adult consumers in two major U.S. cities. We find that an individual’s schooling, age, religious affiliation, and self-reported status about being informed on GM-foods contribute significantly to explaining the odds of particular outcomes. Some particular results are that an increase in a consumer’s education lowers his/her probability of trusting information from government, private industry/organizations, consumer and environmental groups, or other sources relative to information from an independent, third-party source. Older consumers are more trusting of recognizable information sources, i.e., they have lower odds of trusting nobody relative to an independent, third-party source; and conservative religious affiliation reduces the odds of a consumer trusting private industry/organization and increases the odds of being generally skeptical relative to an independent, third-party source. Hence, our analysis makes a significant contribution by linking personal and social capital of consumers to their level of trust in GM-information from different sources.

