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The results of existing research into consumer acceptance of “future foods” indicates that 

there is considerable cultural diversity, as well as individual differences in consumer 

preferences and priorities.  The published research (for example, in the area of consumer 

acceptance of genetically modified foods or animal cloning for food production purposes) 

indicates that profound differences in consumer acceptance may arise between different 

geographical locations (for example, the reaction against GM foods was largely focused in 

Europe, some parts of SE Asia and new Zealand, whilst negativity towards animal cloning 

applied to food production was largely confined to Northern America). In addition, there are 

lacunae in the data, for example in emerging economies such as India and China, which may 

have different perspectives on the interrelationships between science, technology and the 

natural environment and use of animals. A case in point is provided by genetically modified 

foods which are discussed in the following case study. Recommendations for the future 

introduction of novel foods can be identified.    

 

The introduction of GM foods into Europe.  

Why were genetically modified foods not accepted by consumers in many parts of the world 

(for example, in Europe, Japan and New Zealand).  

• Consumer values such as concern about the integrity of nature, and trust in the 

regulatory system were an important part of societal and consumer acceptance  

• Developing communication about substantial equivalence did not address consumer 

concerns 

• Control over consumption of GM foods was important to European consumers, 

necessitating the labelling of GM foods and implementation of effective traceability 

systems  

• The negative public reaction to GM foods was less to do with risk, and more to do 

with consumer choice and provision of relevant information 

• GM could have been managed more successfully if it had been  considered as a  

marketing issue, not an ideological issue (“who wants what products and why?”) 

• Opaque risk analysis systems and decision-making practices were not helpful in 

reassuring the public 

• The absence of 1st generation products with tangible and desirable consumer 

benefits 

• Whilst public engagement into the key issues was addressed, it was not always 

conducted systematically, and the policy impact was, in some cases, negligible or in 

fact untenable because of changes in (inter) national policy. Even if the outputs of 



public engagement have no impact on the policy process, it is important to 

communicate back to the public why this was the case.  

 

Commercializing emerging food technologies 

It is fairly easy to extrapolate the conclusions of the GM food case study to other novel food 

technologies under development (for example, produced using nanotechnology, or other 

developing technologies) and ensure that  commercialisation  strategies take due account of 

mistakes made in the past. In other areas (for example, the individualization of diet based on 

genetic profiles of consumers, “nutrigenomics”), consumer concern is beginning to focus on 

broader issues such as “genetic privacy”. Research has suggested that “affective responses” 

or “emotional responses” to emerging technologies may override  more systematic cognitive 

analsysis of information. For example, in the area of nutrigenomics, it has been reported that 

the more a particular individual experiences positive (or negative) emotional reactions to the 

concept and application of nutrigenomics, the more likely they will be to accept or reject 

specific applications.   

 

One area of particular (emerging) controversy may focus on genetically modified animals 

used for food production. The application of (bio)nanotechnology to  food production may also 

be a source of controversy for consumers, although at present attitudes remain largely 

uncrystallised. The question arises as to how consumers will react to specific applications 

once they are made available in the marketplace.  

 

Considerable (and increasing) research activity should be directed towards perception of, and 

communication about, emerging technologies. In the past, most research has focused on risk 

communication. However, it must be assumed that emerging technologies are being applied 

in order to result in some kind of benefit, either to society in general (for example, improved 

sustainability in production) or to individual consumers (health or economic benefits). The 

question arises as to what  impact does benefit communication have on attitudes, in particular 

when it is presented in combination with risk information.  

 

Research has suggested that, once attitudes to food technologies are established, the 

provision of additional information (whether about risks or benefits of food technology) has 

very little impact on consumer  attitudes towards those technologies. Negative  attitudes 

become slightly less negative, and positive attitudes become slightly less positive, although 

the actual extent of the change is likely to be rather small. In the case of nanotechnology, 

however, there is evidence to suggest that the provision of balanced risk–benefit information 

has a differential effect on different consumers. Some consumers do not change their attitude 

at all (i.e. they remain indifferent). These consumers are likely to be convinced either by the 

benefit they perceive to be associated with specific products, or by the views of opinion 

leaders with whom they perceive to share values, or whom they trust. A large minority appear 



to differentially process, and react to the risk information, and a smaller minority process the 

benefit information, developing more positive attitudes towards nanotechnology and its 

agrifood related applications.  

 

It is suggested that many consumers, however, are less interested in information about the 

risks and benefits of novel agrifood technologies, but will accept these technologies if they 

trust those perceived to be responsible for consumer protection and environmental health.  To 

some extent this will be contingent on the extent to which these institutional and 

organisational stakeholders are perceived to be both honest (“telling the truth” about risks and 

benefits, as well as other salient issues associated with an emerging technology), as well as 

presenting accurate information. In addition, trust might be developed through  

communication about proactive risk management strategies adopted by regulators and 

industry to ensure that the products of emerging technologies are safe.  

 

The distinction between individuals making choices as consumers or citizens also needs to be 

considered. For example, when considering sustainable production practices, it has frequently 

been reported that people acting as citizens (for example, when surveyed in very general 

terms regarding their opinions, or as part of a citizens engagement exercise) are very positive 

towards increasingly sustainable production being applied. However, when people are 

responding as consumers, other factors may reduce the likelihood of them purchasing 

sustainably produced products.  For example, higher prices associated with organic 

production, produced foods, habitual food choices resulting in consumers purchasing the 

same products on each retail excursion, or less attractive appearance,  such as reduced 

uniformity in the appearance of fruits and vegetables). All of these factors need to be taken 

into account when considering the “design” of future foods.  

 

Some trends and indicators of future foods markets 

Improvements in consumer health may represent an important health benefit. However, this is 

unlikely to apply to all consumers, as some do not perceive that they have agency over their 

own health status. As a case in point, many consumers do not make healthy food choices 

from healthy products which are already available, such as fruit and vegetables. For others 

(but not all) increased costs will represent a barrier  to purchase of such foods, assuming that 

they are priced as being more expensive. Whilst there is no reason to suspect that these 

types of effect will not transfer from affluent countries to emerging economies, for example, 

evidence in support of this is scarce.  

 

The question of what actually  is perceived as a consumer benefit needs to be considered in 

the context of future foods. In addition, how this varies across culture and context needs to e 

considered. The global recession, for example, has resulted in many consumers prioritising 



price over other consumer benefits, but this effect may reduce once the global economic 

situation improves. 

 

An important issue remains regarding market segmentation. Different groups of consumers 

are likely to appreciate different types of novel products, and “identifying  the market” will 

remain an important part of development and commercialisation strategies. In particular, it is 

very difficult to extrapolate from one regional context to another, in particular because the 

historical and cultural context of food choice is likely to be very different. Foods that are 

successfully commercialised in one part of the world may not be successful in another. For 

this reason, research needs to be conducted in the specific market which will be targeted by 

the manufacturer.  

 

In summary, whilst “improved consumer health benefits” and “sustainable production” will 

continue to be important drivers on future foods, other factors (individual differences between 

consumers in terms of their preferences, and economic factors) must always be taken into 

account. Other factors (for example, “genetic privacy” or “fragmentation of family meals” may 

be a consequence of specific innovations such as personalised nutrition).   


