Consumer attitudes towards different applications of genetic modification in livestock production
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Recently a growing number of new food technologies has appeared. Biotechnology (genetic modification) holds a leading position among these new technologies. It aims at improving food safety, animal welfare, environment and production costs. Although genetic modification may bring substantial benefits, European consumers still have a negative attitude towards genetically modified products. Increasing concerns about healthy and safe food, as well as growing environmental and ethical concerns give consumers an important role in the process of successful biotechnology adoption. Previous studies found that consumer attitudes with respect to technology depend on many factors, especially on the area of GM applications and on the type of GM application.

Genetic modification in livestock production chain has numerous potential applications in different stages of the production chain. For instance, in animal breeding (GM animal), animal growing (GM medication, feed and feed supplements), and processing (using GM bacteria). These applications can be beneficial for consumers from an economic point of view and/or in the field of animal welfare, food safety, quality or the environment.

This study evaluates consumer acceptance of different GM applications in the livestock production chain. A survey was conducted in The Netherlands in autumn of 2004. Addresses were randomly selected from the electronic telephone book, which includes all non-mobile and non-hidden phone numbers in The Netherlands. The questionnaire consisted of four sections. The first section included general questions on meat consumption habits (e.g. frequency, type of meat, buying place).  At the second sections questions on consumer’s attitude towards genetic modification in general and in livestock production were asked. In this section consumers were provided with additional information on genetic modification in livestock production chain, particularly in pork chain. The third section consisted of a conjoint study, i.e choice experiment. The last section had questions on demographic and socio-economic characteristics of consumers. Throughout the questionnaire, the technical GM applications were presented in terms of easy understandable, i.e. non-technical, scenarios that cover multiple stages and consumer concerns.

In general, results indicate that consumers prefer conventional pork over pork for which genetic modification was applied. However, the negative impact of the GM applications can be compensated by improvements in quality, increased animal welfare, a lower impact on the environment, less residues and a price discount. Of these benefits, increased animal welfare has the most positive effect on consumer choices. With substantial monetary compensation and presence of various benefits the consumers will have higher preferences to the GM pork than to the conventional pork. The amount of monetary compensation is dependent on the type of GM application. In addition, we identified five consumer segments with seemingly contrasting views. Examination of the estimated utilities of each segment shows that consumers in each segment value product benefits and GM applications very differently.

The results of this study contribute to further analysis of biotechnology adoption in livestock production chains. For instance, acceptable scenarios are translated into specific GM applications for pork production chains for which economic consequences are analyzed.

