Analysis of consumer cost-benefit valuations in purchasing GM food 
with potentially improved attributes.
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Consumers concerns with food safety and quality are important issues that European public institutions and agro-food industries have to deal with, especially in the case of genetically modified (GM) food. People uncertainty about agrobiotechnology applications effects covers different fields, including human health, sustainability, environment safety, and ethical issues. On the other hand, since the introduction of the first GMOs in the European markets biotech research has recently addressed more appealing topics for the consumers. As a consequence, it may be possible that future GM food products with ascertained benefits for their consumers will be available on the shelves. This possible scenario raises the question if consumers will change their attitudes toward GM products in front of promised potential benefits and partially known risks.
The purpose of this study is to answer this question by adopting a Discrete Choice Modeling (DCM) approach to investigate consumer preferences for various hypothetical genetic modifications in food products of large consumption, such as yogurt. This methodology assumes that any good can be described in terms of its characteristics (attributes) and the levels that these attributes can have. As an example, a yogurt can be described in terms of its taste, package, place of origin, processing techniques, content and price. By changing attribute levels we can obtain different kinds of alternative yogurts. DCM approach focuses exactly on the value of the changes in attributes that occur when their levels are modified. This methodology assumes that people purchase goods by comparing the costs and benefits of each alternative. Consistently with welfare economics, the consumer final choice is assumed to be the product that maximizes her or his utility and the one for which she or he is most willing to pay. The use of a DCM framework helps to identify the key variables that affect purchase decisions—in this specific case for GM foods—by providing information on relative preferences for various aspects of a complex system.

In our research we are presenting Trentino citizens with a series of alternative yogurts, and we are asking them to choose their most preferred one. Two focus groups were previously carried out for determining relevant yogurt attributes and for designing alternative choice scenarios. Accordingly, we defined the following putative attributes for alternative kinds of yogurts: use of conventional ingredients, use of GM milk with reduced price or with benefits for the environment and use of GM enzymes with health functionalities in the prevention of cancer. We packaged the alternatives in different questionnaires. Data collection will provide information about the trade-offs made by people in different purchase scenarios. Successive aggregation and econometric analysis of preferences and quality indicators in the survey will enable to test our hypothesis: when tackling agrobiotechnology applications, people rely on cost-benefit valuations for their final choice, by comparing different dimensions of risks and benefits. 
Our research seems promising for improved governance and decision making processes in the biotech development and for providing helpful guidelines for scientific research.
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