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Abstract

The present extensive literature analysis and interview study, with consumers living in Washington state, USA,
set out to explore consumers’ perceptions of quality, safety, and transparency and see how these influence
shopping preferences. Literature review included global studies which looked at food transparency, safety,
quality, food certifications and environmental concerns. The findings indicate that organic foods are often linked
to health, nutrition, environmental concerns as well as presence of children, and quality is measured by assessing
freshness, taste, nutrition and traceability. Consumers are increasingly interested in knowing where their food
comes, expressing willingness to switch to more transparent brands. Additionally, welfare of animals reared for
consumption and support for local agriculture is also important to consumers, who are willing to pay more for
organic products. However, this willingness also depends on demographic factors, such as gender, educational
level, income or age. The results of the interviews yielded similar findings. Participants were guided by subjective
perceptions of food quality and concerns driven by personal values and ethical and environmental considerations.
Food safety was confusing for almost all of the consumers in this study, with many expecting stores to provide
safe foods. The study utilized a concept testing method to evaluate the concept of food transparency and examine
how it compares against the established food certifications (organic and free-range). Consumers exhibited trust in
organic labels, expecting organic farming to ensure good farming practices and quality of life for animals reared
for consumption; however, they were also aware that this trust is based on assumptions. As a result, they were
receptive to more accurate and transparent information, that could guide their decisions and give them more
certainty. Transparency concept was seen as a useful tool in identifying quality products that align with personal
values, such as supporting local food producers, and was received well with consumers in the present study.
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1. Introduction

With growing concerns over food fraud and food safety and consumers' interest in detailed information about the
foods they are consuming, which can help guide more informed choices, the value of brands implementing
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transparency is a topic of growing importance. De Jonge et al. (2008), through their exploratory study, showed
very high importance of consumer confidence in the safety of food and the crucial interrelation with consumer
behavior. In the absence of a better solution, consumers generally use food certification and labeling to guide their
food choices. However, if such a solution existed, would they be more inclined to use it as a way of assessing
food quality and safety?

The broad aims of this research are to explore literature assessing the importance and complexities involving food
transparency as a key tool in the food market along with an exploratory study on food consumers' opinions on
food quality and safety, as well as introduce a concept of 'food transparency’. We aim to see what food consumers
might think about it and how would they feel being able to access transparent information about the foods they
buy easily. Additionally, how would this information guide their purchasing decisions compared to traditional
food certifications and labeling, such as organic and free-range? In order to achieve these aims, in addition to a
comprehensive and critical review of literature, we conducted interview studies with six grocery consumers in
Washington State in the U.S., focusing on various aspects of perceptions in food transparency, quality and safety. Our
results broadly suggest that consumers place trust in labeling for organic foods and free-range, while at the same time
they are willing to try better ways of assessing the foods they consume. This is because they are aware that their trust
is based on assumptions rather than facts. Additionally, food safety can be an overwhelming topic, and consumers may
purposely be relying on the stores to make sure the food is safe to avoid having to think about it.

The uniqueness of our study stems from two observations; first, to our knowledge, there is no such comprehensive
coverage of literature to synthesize the concept of food transparency, quality, safety in the context of optimal food
purchases as our title suggests; second, the in-depth interview discussions we conducted shed light on this topic
in a way that other studies we have reviewed have not shown so far.

This paper is organized as follows: In section 2, we explain our methods; literature review of the available
research, as well as the results of the interviews we conducted with consumers based in the state of Washington,
USA. In section 3 we provide a discussion on the findings and in section 4 we discuss the limitations and
implications of this research.

2. Methodology

In this section we examine different strands of literature and discuss findings of our interview study with food
consumers. The methodology section consists of two parts. Part one presents extensive literature review into food
consumers’ behaviors and beliefs, as well as decisions that guide their shopping preferences. Additionally,
information on consumers’ opinions regarding food transparency.

The second part of the methodology section reports the results of the interview study with food consumers residing
in the state of Washington, USA. The interview study consisted of unstructured exploration of participants’ food
shopping behaviors, thoughts and preferences, as well as a concept testing stage. In this stage, food transparency
concept was introduced and explored, in order to see how food transparency may affect consumers’ shopping
behaviors.

2.1 Literature review

We examined the available literature looking into what guides consumers when it comes to food quality, safety,
transparency and what values and perceptions may guide their purchase decisions and willingness to pay more
for foods. Table 1 shows a list of research studies we considered and their findings, as well as the geographical
locations of the research. No big differences can be observed when it comes to countries. However, some of the
literature on the role of personal values in shopping decisions, concerns about the environment and support for
local food producers was readily available for European countries and the United States but not so much for the
rest of the world. This may suggest that geographical differences exist in terms of how consumers think about
food and what drives their shopping decisions and that, in some countries, certain issues connected to food are
more prevalent, leading to more research on those topics.
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Table 1. Comparison of the international literature on food quality, safety, certifications and environmental

Food quality assessed by looking at freshness,
taste, nutrition, and traceability.

concerns
Main findings Authors Country
Chambhuri and Batt (2015) Malaysia

Petrescu et al. (2020)

Belgium, Romania

van Rijswijk and Frewer (2008)

Germany, France, Italy, Spain

values (e.g., environmental concerns) are often
received positively.

Wandel and Bugge (1997) Norway
Certain values guide consumers' food Lerro et al. (2019) Ttaly
preferences, and products reflecting these Ricci et al. (2018) Italy

Raygor (2016)

United States of America

Yu etal. (2017)

United States of America

Organic foods are linked to health, nutrition,
better taste, environmental concerns, as well as
situational factors (e.g. presence of children in
the home).

Dumortier et al. (2017)

United States of America

Lee (2016)

United States of America

Reliance on certification labels (organic, free
range, halal etc.) guide food shopping decisions
on personal or religious grounds.

Neff et al. (2019)

United States of America

Savelli et al. (2019)

Italy

Mayfield et al. (2007)

Great Britain, Italy, Sweden

gender, level of consumption, and awareness of
traceability.

Shafie and Othman 2006 Malaysia
Food certification label are not always clear to
consumers and as such, consumers fail to notice My et al. (2017) Vietnam
them.
Willingness to pay for certified foods found to Xu and Wu (2010) China
be related to income, age, educational level, Angulo and Gil (2007) Spain

Lagerkvist and Hess (2011)

Various European countries, United States of

America, Australia

Organic certification does not always inspire
consumers' trust and influence purchase
frequency, nor does it predict willingness to pay
more for certified products.

Dumortier et al. (2017)

United States of America

Xu & Wu (2010)

China

Millennial consumers especially concerned with
social and environmental concerns.

Yu et al. (2017)

United States of America

Lerro et al. (2019)

Italy

their food comes from, expressing the desire for
food transparency and information on animal
welfare and safety.

Consumers like local produce because they Brown (2003) United States of America
connect it to greater freshness and quality and Vossen (1992) United States of America
want to support local agriculture. Yu etal. (2017) United States of America
Consumers increasingly wanting to know where Raygor (2016) United States of America

Yu et al. (2017)

United States of America

Centre for Food Integrity (2015)

United States of America

Consumers see animal welfare as an ethical
issue when it comes to animals raised for
consumption.

Mayfield et al. (2007)

Great Britain, Italy, Sweden

Lagerkvist and Hess (2011)

Various European countries, United States of

America, Australia

Consumers interlink quality and safety

van Rijswijk and Frewer (2008)

Germany, France, Italy, Spain

Consumers see food additives, genetically
modified food and pesticides as undesirable and
prefer foods without hormones.

Brockman and Beeren (2011)*

United States of America

My et al. (2017)**

Vietnam

Bellows et al. (2010)***

United States of America

which may influence brand integrity and
encourage brand switching.

Stanton (2018)**** United States of America
Food outbreaks, which end up in the media Xu and Wu (2010) China
affect consumers' trust in food safety, leading to Angulo and Gil (2007) Spain
decrease in consumer confidence and higher Chen (2008) Taiwan
perception of risk. De Jonge et al. (2007) Netherlands
Consumers expressed desire for transparency, Cambier and Poncin (2020) Belgium

Label Insights (2016)

United States of America

Shoup (2018)

United States of America

Notes: * Study found that consumers associate food additives with harm; ** Study found that consumers associate pesticide use with
degradation of quality; *** Consumers view genetically modified foods as undesirable **** Consumers are more likely to purchase foods
that come with labels which state the farm is not using hormones.

2.1.1 Seeking quality and reflecting values

Consumers are becoming savvier over time, when it comes to shopping for food. There are many considerations
governing consumers’ preferences and behaviors. International studies have found that consumers assess food
quality by looking at certain factors, such as freshness, taste, nutrition, and traceability (Chamhuri & Batt, 2015;
Petrescu et al., 2020; van Rijswijk & Frewer, 2008; Wandel & Bugge, 1997). Neff, Spiker, Rice, Schklair,
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Greenberg, and Leib (2019) found that ‘best if used by’ dates are frequently considered by consumers as indicators
of freshness, while ‘expires on’ and ‘use by’ dates are connected to food safety. The perception of food quality
and consumers' food purchasing requirements can also be guided by their social, cultural, and economic status
and demographics. Baiardi, Puglisi, and Scabrosetti (2016) found that older people and women show more interest
in food quality, while parents care more about safety. Labor workers, on the other hand, considered price rather
than quality. Consumers may also be interlinking food quality and safety, with safety seen as an integral part of
food quality. However, more attention is paid to food quality than safety (van Rijswijk & Frewer, 2008).
Consumers also trust products based on brand loyalty, with brand identity as a crucial factor in food quality and
safety perception (Lassoued & Hobbs, 2015).

The presence of certain ingredients or substances can also affect consumers' quality perceptions. In their study on
dairy consumers, Brockman and Beeren (2011) found that consumers automatically associate additives in food
with harm, irrespective of whether they are aware of the benefits. In their study, consumers felt that additives in
dairy products degrade the quality and, as such, should be reduced. Genetically modified food is also seen as
undesirable, with consumers preferring foods that have not been genetically modified and organic (Bellows,
Alcaraz & Hallman, 2010). Also, pesticides are seen as degrading the quality of produce (My, Rutsaert, Van Loo
& Verbeke, 2017).

Personal values may also guide consumers' food preferences, and products reflecting these values (e.g.,
environmental concerns) are often received positively, especially by younger consumers (Lerro, Raimondo,
Stanco, Nazzaro & Marotta, 2019; Raygor, 2016; Ricci, Banterle & Stranieri, 2018; Yu, Gibson, Wright, Neal &
Sirsat, 2017). For example, Lerro et al. (2019) found that millennials are especially concerned with social and
environmental concerns, showing a willingness to switch brands based on their social and environmental
initiatives. Yu et al. (2017) found that millennials frequently shop at farmers' markets because they perceive the
food as of better quality. They also expressed a desire to support local food producers. This is consistent with
previous studies, which found that consumers like local produce because they connect it to greater freshness and
quality and want to support local agriculture (Brown, 2003; Bruhn, Vossen, Chapman, & Vaupel, 1992). These
decisions may be connected to consumers' self-interest and moral obligation (Holt, Rumble, Telg & Lamm, 2018).
A research study by Stanton (2018) found a relationship between labels which state the farm has pledged not to
use hormones and purchase intent, with consumers more likely to purchase foods that come with such labels.
While in the past, locally produced food was met with skepticism, consumers are now expressing the need for
availability and accessibility of such foods (Bord Bia Insight Centre, 2020).

Consumers also care about animal welfare. Mayfield, Bennett, Tranter & Wooldridge (2007) conducted a study
with British, Italian and Swedish consumers and found that almost all respondents thought that animals could feel
pain and that eating animal products from animals, who have had a bad life, is wrong. The majority of the study
participants also expressed their preference for free-range animal products, stating that the good treatment of
animals is important. This is consistent with Lagerkvist and Hess (2011), who found that consumers see animal
welfare as an ethical issue for consumers. Other research found that some consumers believe that decisions about
animal welfare should be made by experts and not regulated by the government (Lusk & Norwood, 2008).
Companies promoting the desired values can, therefore, benefit from aligning their corporate initiatives with
consumer values (Lerro et al., 2019).

Preference for organic foods have also been noted (Bellows et al., 2010; Dumortier, Evans, Grebitus & Martin,
2017; Lee, 2016). Choosing to purchase organic foods has been linked to health, nutrition, taste, environmental
concerns, as well as situational factors, such as the presence of children in the home (Dumortier et al., 2017; Lee,
2016). In line with purchasing locally grown produce, younger and wealthier consumers were more likely to
purchase organic foods (Dumortier et al., 2017). However, organic certification does not always inspire
consumers' trust and influence purchase frequency, nor does it predict willingness to pay more for certified
products (Dumortier et al., 2017; Xu & Wu, 2010). Willingness to pay for certified foods was found to be related
to income, age, educational level, gender, level of consumption, and awareness of traceability (Angulo & Gil,
2007; Lagerkvist & Hess, 2011; Xu & Wu, 2010).
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Certain values may also guide consumers' food preferences, and products reflecting these values (e.g.,
environmental concerns) are often received positively, especially by younger consumers (Lerro, Raimondo,
Stanco, Nazzaro & Marotta, 2019; Raygor, 2016; Ricci, Banterle & Stranieri, 2018; Yu, Gibson, Wright, Neal &
Sirsat, 2017). For example, Lerro et al. (2019) found that millennials are especially concerned with social and
environmental concerns, showing a willingness to switch brands based on their social and environmental
initiatives. Yu et al. (2017) found that millennials frequently shop at farmers' markets because they perceive the
food as of better quality. They also expressed a desire to support local food producers. This is consistent with
previous studies, which found that consumers like local produce because they connect it to greater freshness and
quality and want to support local agriculture (Brown, 2003; Bruhn, Vossen, Chapman, & Vaupel, 1992). These
decisions may be connected to consumers' self-interest and moral obligation (Holt, Rumble, Telg & Lamm, 2018).
A research study by Stanton (2018) found a relationship between labels which state the farm has pledged not to
use hormones and purchase intent, with consumers more likely to purchase foods that come with such labels.
While in the past, locally produced food was met with skepticism, consumers are now expressing the need for
availability and accessibility of such foods (Bord Bia Insight Centre, 2020).

2.1.2 Over Reliance on food certifications and lack of quality information

Certification labels (e.g., organic, free-range, halal, etc.) are frequently relied on to guide shopping decisions,
whether on personal or religious grounds (Mayfield et al., 2007; Neff et al., 2019; Savelli, Murmura, Liberatore,
Casolani & Bravi 2019; Shafie & Othman 2006). However, this may also vary among countries. A study by My
et al., (2017) found that many Vietnamese consumers in their study did not know what certain food certifications
mean and, as a result, many fail even to notice them when making purchases. When purchasing food, many
consumers are also guided by special dietary needs or preferences. Label Insight (2016) found that consumers
consider low calorie, low fat, and low sugar options, dairy or gluten-free, vegan, organic, and non-GMO foods
when shopping. Many also consider where the product was made.

Consumers want to be informed and have reported sourcing information relevant to foods or food production from
family members, using Google to search for independent information or from TV (Centre for Food Integrity,
2015; Mayfield et al., 2007). However, they may not always find this information. For example, Mayfield et al.
(2007) found that consumers wish to be more informed than they are when it comes to animal welfare issues. The
majority reported that they rely on certification labels and in-store displays at the point of purchase for this
information. However, many expressed they would use available information in the media (also Label Insights,
2016). Preferred information included welfare assurance and grading, along with information on where and how
an animal was raised.

This is supported by other research. In recent times, food transparency and traceability have gained more attention,
with consumers increasingly wanting to know where their food comes from, choosing to purchase produce from
farmers markets and expressing the desire for food transparency and information on animal welfare and safety
(Centre for Food Integrity, 2015; Raygor, 2016; Yu et al., 2017). A recent survey found that 86% of grocery
shoppers expressed the desire for transparency, providing easily available information. Furthermore, 75%
reported being more likely to switch to brands that provide detailed information about the product, and many were
prepared to pay more for transparency as it would increase trust in the brand (Shoup, 2018). Consumers connect
to trace the foods they purchase to both quality and safety, but especially to safety (van Rijswijk & Frewer, 2008).
While good product information was seen as integral for making informed decisions (e.g., brand and manufacturer
transparency), consumers reported they do not always trust brands to provide this information even though they
expect this information to be provided (Label Insight, 2016).

Food outbreaks, which end up in the media, can also affect consumers' trust in food safety, leading to decrease in
consumer confidence and higher perception of risk (Chen, 2008; De Jonge, Van Trijp, Jan Renes & Frewer, 2007,
Xu & Wu, 2010). For example, Angulo and Gil's (2007) study looked at the bovine spongiform encephalopathy
(BSE) food scare in Spain, which led to fear and lower beef consumption. Traceability through the supply chain
was implemented as a result, and consumers positively received this. The study found that confidence in food
safety negatively affects perceived risks when it comes to beef, and this was sometimes affected by media
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reporting on such scandals. Some consumers may also be more affected by perceived food safety than others. For
example, consumers more prone to worry, and those that are older were found to have more concerns regarding
food safety (De Jonge, 2007).

Country of origin can also affect consumers' trust, with some countries seen as better at controlling bad farming
and manufacturing practices (Barbarossa, De Pelsmacker, Moons & Marcati, 2016). For example, China had
multiple high-profile food fraud scandals and has in the past prioritized production volume over safety concerns,
which has led to a decrease in consumer trust in the food chain (Ghose, 2014; Kendall et al., 2019; Zhang, Xu,
Oosterveer, & Mol, 2016). Food fraud is a long-standing problem that can affect safety and gain momentum,
which is more difficult when good traceability is implemented within the food chain (Robson, Dean, Brooks,
Haughey & Elliott, 2020; Shears, 2008; Yiannas, 2018). Studies have found that transparency can influence brand
integrity and encourage brand switching (Cambier & Poncin, 2020; Label Insights, 2016). Therefore brands might
find that implementing greater transparency leads to increased profits.

2.2 Interviews and concept testing

In order to understand consumers’ thoughts and feelings around food quality, safety and transparency issues, we
conducted six interviews with consumers based in the state of Washington, USA.

2.2.1 Participants

A total of 6 participants, 2 men and 4 women, who regularly shop for groceries, participated in the study.
Participants were between 24 and 60 years of age and persons under the age of 18 were excluded. Participants
were given information about the study, prior to the interview, allowing them the time to consider consent and
general information about the study and ask for clarifications. All participants were volunteers and did not receive
payment for their participation. In order to make participants feel more comfortable during the interview, all
participants were given the choice of face-to-face or phone interviews (Legard, Keegan & Ward, 2003), resulting
in 3 face-to-face interviews and 3 phone interviews.

2.2.2 Interviews

The interviews were designed to cover as much personal experience with grocery shopping as possible, in order
to provide rich data that can be used to guide further research. However, we also wanted to explore how food
transparency compares to conventional food certifications (e.g., free range and organic.) In order to do this, in the
first part of the interview, semi-structured questions were asked and natural story-telling was encouraged around
those questions to capture rich data (Baxter, Courage, & Caine, 2015), on what food quality means to consumers
and what guides their shopping preferences. Prompts were only used to encourage participants to expand on the
topics we wanted to cover. Following this, participants were asked questions covering specific topics around food
safety, food transparency and trust in transparent information when it comes to food.

Finally, at the end of the interview, we tested the concept of ‘transparency’, in order to see if transparent products
would meet consumers’ needs (Dickinson & Wilby, 1997).

The concept of the ‘transparent food item’ (a food item that comes with information about its origin, treatment,
transportation and storage) was introduced to participants. They were asked to imagine being able to access
information about food products as they shop (e.g., by scanning the product with an app). Participants were then
asked to assess ‘transparent food item’ against products containing different attributes (e.g., food certifications
instead of transparency) and indicate their purchase preferences.
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Participants speak freely Participants are asked Participants are asked to
about their grocery shopping semi-structured questions evaluate different concepts
habits, guided by questions covering specific topics and indicate preferences
Start ’ ................ > ? ---------------- * ' ------------------ + Finish
Natural Semi-structured Structured
storytelling

Figure 1. Interview structure
Source: compiled by authors.

This interview design proved very successful in gathering different types of data. Rich, unstructured data that was
gathered at the beginning of the interview allowed us to gain unexpected insights into how people make decisions
when they shop for groceries. The structured parts of the interview process, on the other hand, allowed us to
explore desired topics and test the concept of transparency, whilst maintaining the integrity of the data across the
participants.

All interviews were audio recorded for the purpose of the analysis. As a first step, each interview was summarized
and used to extract key insights. Quotes supporting these insights were transcribed verbatim, retaining
conversational features, such as hesitations and pauses but omitting repetition. To protect participants’ privacy,
any identifying information was changed and omitted from any written reports (King & Horrocks, 2010; Kvale
& Brinkman, 2009).

2.2.3 Results

The aim of the study was to explore how consumers would react to having more transparent information about
the foods they buy. This information would include origin of the product, processing and production, shipping
information and safety (i.e., has the product been recalled). But first, we wanted to establish what guides
participants’ shopping decisions, what quality means to them and what they know about food safety.

2.2.3.1 To consumers, food quality can be a subjective experience

For almost all of the participants, quality was fresh foods that look and smell good and many participants
associated quality with organic food or food that is purchased at the farmers’ markets and is local.

“I typically look if it looks good./[...] I go with labelling. And if it says it’s organic, I hope it’s organic, because I'm
paying more money for it. And it does taste different. So that’s another way [to determine quality].” P1

“Local. Like picked in Washington. It’s been picked recently, it got to the store quicker.” P2

“I determine quality by sight and smell, and source. If it’s local, say farmers market, and the farmer’s right there,
person selling it. I can see where it came from, tell if it’s organic or not. If it’s from a big, national supermarket, [
would suspect it wouldn’t be as high quality as a farmers market.” P5

One participant also mentioned that quality products, to him, can be those that are priced higher and have attractive
packaging.

“If you're looking for a really good pasta, I would most likely go for the expensive one, which looks kind of fancy.
Like, the packaging and everything looks good. I feel that would be of a higher quality than some one dollar package
of spaghetti. P2

Even stores can signal quality. One participant mentioned that she associated certain stores with quality and avoids
those that, to her, seem to be low quality.

“I have this judgment and a personal preference. If I go to Whole Foods or PCC, it’s quality. If I go to QFC and
Fred Meyer, uhm, no.” P3
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These results go hand in hand with those found in the van Rijswijk et al. (2008) study. Consumers think about
quality in terms of freshness, taste and appearance, as well as origin and branding.

2.2.3.2 Factors involved in shopping preferences

Participants were asked what they consider when purchasing groceries. The majority of participants expressed
that organic certification and whether food was grown locally were important factors when considering a
purchase. Food that looks good, is fresh and sustainable and has good ingredients (i.e., not heavily processed)
were also considerations that most of the participants evaluate as they shop for groceries (see Table 2).

Table 2. Consumer considerations which guide food purchases

‘What shoppers consider while purchasing groceries Participant

P1 P2 P3 P4 Ps P6
Source (farm/farmer)* .
Location (local) . . . . .
Good ingredients . . . .
Organic . o . . .
Freshness . . .
Price .
Looks good o . . .
No antibiotics . .
No pesticides .
Free range/wild caught . .
Sustainable . . .
Packaging** .

Notes: *Purchases from a known farms/farmers markets ** Avoiding too much packaging.

The majority of participants reported they are happy spending more money on organic and locally grown foods.
Many participants cited they preferred organic as it ensures no pesticides or antibiotics and is therefore, the
healthier option.

“Usually I am OK spending more for foods knowing that it’s organic or comes from a local source or if it’s farmers’
market, where I know this person grew it, they didn’t spray any chemicals on it. I am happy to spend extra, knowing
that I am putting healthier food into my body.” Pl

“I would pay more for local. And I would pay for some organic stuff if I think it mattered that it’s organic. I think
strawberries, apples... I don’t want to buy the dirty dozen' things that are known to have contaminants from
pesticides and things in them” P6

One participant said that she believes ‘organic’ food is better, despite not knowing why.

“I just accept it as truth that organic is better. I haven 't really done research, if that’s actually true and I haven't
really had the interest to research that but I've accepted that it is.” P3

Organic certification was especially important when purchasing meat and animal products (e.g., dairy and eggs).
All of the participants said that, when purchasing meat, eggs or fish, they prefer to go for organic, grass fed or
wild caught.

“If I can afford it, then I definitely would want to care and know where it’s coming from, especially for meat.
Because I don’t eat a lot of meat and when I do, I like to know where it came from, how did they raise this animal,
how did they kill the animal [...] For produce, I don’t care as much where it comes from, because it’s just
vegetables.” P1

! Items identified as containing high pesticide levels by Environmental Working Group (2010). Includes strawberries, spinach, kale,
nectarines, apples, grapes, peaches, cherries, pears, tomatoes, celery, potatoes and hot peppers.
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“I go out of my way to spend more money on any animal produce. I like the cage-free, organic eggs, I like grass fed
beef and wild caught salmon. P2

“I would never buy a dairy product that isn’t organic.” P4 (vegetarian but eats dairy)
For many participants this was down to farming practices and ethos and animal welfare.

“I have a spiritual connection to animal products, so I don’t want to consume meat that contributed to suffering of
animals.” Pl

“I buy eggs that say pasture raised because it’s better conditions for the chickens.” P3

Some participants expressed preference for local foods, which were seen as more sustainable and better
for the environment.

“It comes to helping local economy. It’s better for the environment, it’s better for the Earth, it's better for what [
consider the natural economy, which helps promote locally sourced, lower carbon intensive food products.” P5

2.2.3.3 Consumers are confused about food safety

One of our aims was to assess the level of knowledge consumers had around food safety, such as food recalls and
food outbreaks. When asked what food safety means to them, participants offered varying perspectives. Some of
the participants trusted that food they purchase in the grocery stores is safe.

“I guess I never purchased the food thinking from a safety perspective.” Pl
“I just assume that anything that’s sold in the store is safe to eat.” P2
“I'm gonna have to assume that it’s safe, because it’s at the grocery store that I go to.” P6

Others did not know what food safety refers to and connected it to artificial ingredients, allergies and restaurant
ratings.

“Let’s say if  have an allergy. If  was allergic to nuts, food safety would be ‘does the food contain nuts or something
I'm allergic to’.” P1

“Food safety? Oh, I don’t even know. It [the food] met some standard, but I don’t know what those standards are.
But somebody somewhere had some standards and this food passed.” P3

Only one participant associated food safety with use by dates and good farming practices, both of which have a
potential to affect food safety.

“Obviously in date and not having been farmed in an unsafe environment. For example meat or fish being farmed
in an environments that are overcrowded.” P4

However, when food safety was explained, by outlining that it means the food is safe to eat, is free from illness
causing bacteria, has not been tampered with or recalled, all participants voiced that food safety is extremely
important. They also expressed that being able to find out whether the food they are about to consume has been
recalled would be essential.

“That would be great because it would save me from eating something that could be toxic for my body” P1
“Oh yeah, that would be excellent. I don’t wanna buy anything that’s been recalled.” P6

However, one participants said that she would prefer not to know about recalls, because thinking about whether
the food has been recalled and assessing the risks connected to eating recalled food on a regular basis would
require cognitive effort. This was seen as counterproductive when it comes to food, because to her, food is an
experience and there is a certain amount of risk connected to eating food.

“It’s too much information. And I wouldn’t like that. If I get sick, I get sick, my body cleans it out, stay home for
couple of days and it was what it was. Too much information can create unnecessary scare. I would rather eat
something that’s been recalled and not know it, and get sick and deal with that. Because that, to me, feels like a
more natural way to live.” P3
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2.2.3.4 Testing ‘transparent food’ concept

In order to explore consumer needs regarding transparency, the second part of the interview consisted of concept
testing. Participants were asked to imagine a meat product that comes without certifications (such as free range
and organic) but all the information about that product is available, starting from its origin (i.e., farm where the
animal was raised) to what processing it went through, transportation logistics, such as miles and days travelled
and conditions during transit. They were then asked to compare this ‘transparent’ item to an identical item, which
may contain certifications but lacks transparency and specify which item they would prefer. Different attributes
were introduced during this process (e.g., good farming practices) in order to see what matters to consumers (see
Table 3).

Table 3. Comparing Transparency to Traditional certifications; Participants’ Preferences

Comparison Transparency Traditional certifications
1% pair Transparent and Bad farming practices Not transparent and Organic/free range*
2" pair Transparent and Organic/free range* Not transparent and Organic/free range
3" pair Transparent and Good farming practices* Not transparent and Organic/free range

Note: *Participants’ preference.

Overall, all participants voiced that transparency, when it comes to foods, is a good idea. They said it would
empower them to make optimal decisions when it comes to food purchases, allowing them to see where the food
comes from and how it was grown or raised.

“It would be a life changer.  would feel like some sort of control over my decisions. Right now I am buying whatever
is on the shelf and I have no idea where it comes from. I am taking it based on the look. This would give me a little
bit more power in my decision, which would be awesome” P1

“It would heavily influence my shopping decisions. It would be a complete 180 if I could scan some package of meat
and see the entire process of where it was grown, and where it was packaged and all that.” P2

“In fact, my husband and I were talking: wouldn't it be great if there were apps that could scan the product and it
would immediately tell you its life basically, from start to finish.” P4

Although participants liked the idea of transparency, they voiced their preference for organic and free range
methods. These certifications meant that the animal welfare was upheld at the farm and this was preferable as it
aligned with personal values. Participants said they would only prefer a product that was not organic or free range,
if it came with information supporting their values on good farming practices and animal welfare. A product that
is transparent but which is seen to be low quality (e.g., intensively farmed) would not be desirable just because it
was transparent.

“For me organic means slightly more nutritious, healthier for me. And nutritious and healthy is what dictates my
shopping decisions most of the time.” P2

One participant liked the idea of transparency because he thought organic certification does not always equate
good farming practices.

“It’s pretty low bar to be certified organic. And if there was another classification or another methodology that
gave me more information than just national certification of organic, I feel that would provide better information to
me as a consumer.” P5

This was echoed by other participants. They voiced that transparency would allow them to evaluate farming
practices. One participant said that she would prefer organic and free range products over transparent because that
signifies better farming practices, but she also expressed doubt over the credibility of this information.

“Organic and free range. Because of the life of the animal, I'm assuming. And it’s an assumption because they
could label it that way but I don’t know how that chicken was treated. But I like to believe when I see labels like
organic and free range, that the quality of life of the animal is better.” P3

The findings of the concept testing supported what the participants told us earlier in the interview. Organic and
free range certifications are important because they signify good farming practices. All of the participants thought
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that transparency would allow them to confirm this information, as well as allow them to explore deeper
information about the products they consume.

3. Discussion and conclusion

This interview study aimed to explore food consumers' opinions on food quality and safety and introduce the
concept of 'food transparency,' to see how transparency compares to information consumers consider when
purchasing food, including organic and free-range certifications. Consistent with Lassoued and Hobbs (2015) and
Lerro et al. (2019), participants in our study associated certain brands and grocery stores with quality, choosing
to shop in grocery stores, which they perceived to reflect the quality and their social and environmental concerns.
Consistent with previous research (Holt et al., 2018; Raygor, 2016; Stanton, 2018; Yu et al., 2017), local produce
is fresher, better quality and environmentally friendly and where possible, our participants tried sourcing local
produce because they perceived this to be more 'ethical.' Participants stressed the importance of choosing organic
and free-range animal products, citing a lack of hormones as a safer option. However, people tend to recall more
food outbreaks affecting meat and fish (De Jonge, 2007), which may affect how careful they are with animal
products.

Consistent with Shoup (2018), participants expressed excitement at the thought of being able to access transparent
information about food but questioned the credibility of this information. Many voiced that transparent
information needs to be congruous with their beliefs and values (e.g., good farming practices), consistent with
previous findings (see Centre for Food Integrity, 2015). If consumers can access the information about the origin
of the foods they consume, especially animal products, they can be reassured that animal welfare was upheld and
safe farming practices employed, increasing consumer confidence.

Participants were initially confused about food safety, which had to be explained. Many voiced that they trust
grocery stores to supply safe foods, indicating a lack of general awareness of foodborne illnesses and trust in
stores to manage food safety (Angulo & Gill, 2007). Additionally, some participants in our study found thinking
about recalls stressful. This suggests that consumers place trust in grocery stores to keep them safe, because
thinking about food safety may be overwhelming for some consumers, creating anxiety.

While the participants in our study expressed low concern for food safety and increased trust in the supermarkets
and food producers, especially when the product came with organic certification, they showed concern about the
use of pesticides and hormones in farming practices. This made them fall somewhere between trusting and
apprehensive consumers, who were found to have concerns about foodborne illness and the use of pesticides,
hormones, and additives (Kennedy et al., 2008). Participants trusted organic and free-range certifications, linking
them to good farming practices, lack of pesticides, additives, hormones, and better animal welfare. These beliefs
were upheld even in the absence of any factual information. For example, one participant cited avoiding the 'dirty
dozen,' a list of products that contained high pesticide levels (Environmental Working Group, 2010). However, a
consequent study examining produce on the 'dirty dozen list' found pesticide levels to be safe, and the risk of
exposure to pesticides for those produce items negligible, concluding that organic substitutes do not love
consumer risks (Winter & Katz, 2011). This may mean that certain aspects of transparency, such as the disclosed
use of pesticides, could needlessly scare consumers who are already confused over the safety of pesticides.

Although small, the present study unearthed some critical insights on factors that guide food shopping preferences
and underlie consumers’ reasoning when it comes to what they deem necessary when it comes to foods they eat.
Consumers are guided by their values and perceptions of food quality, which was not universal, but rather a very
individual concept, based on beliefs and experiences.

The study utilized the concept testing methodology to compare the relatively novel concept of food transparency
against the established food certifications. The results indicated that consumers place trust in organic and free-
range labeling but are willing to try better ways of assessing the foods they consume because they are aware that
their trust is based on assumptions rather than facts. Additionally, food safety can be an overwhelming topic, and
consumers may purposely be relying on the stores to make sure the food is safe to avoid having to think about it.

4. Limitations and future research
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Due to the small sample size, these results cannot be generalized across a wider population. Since all of our
participants live in Washington, there is a possibility that research conducted with consumers in other parts of the
USA and/or other countries, especially those with different cultural and societal backgrounds, may yield different
results. Most of the participants in our study were happy to pay more for transparent products. However, this may
not be representative of other food consumers, especially those who may be shopping on a budget. For example,
Lagerkvist and Hess (2011) argue that implementing good animal welfare can harm some consumers, who may
not be able to afford the associated increase in price that typically comes with animal-friendly farming practices.
It is possible that our sample did not consist of people who worry about this.

Since this was a small exploratory study, we did not concentrate on collecting in-depth demographic data, such
as social and economic indicators, on exploring this further. Future studies may want to explore the concept of
transparency accounting for demographic factors and concentrating on sampling participants from different
geographical areas. Future studies may also want to test the concept of transparency against other food
certifications (e.g., halal, kosher, gluten-free, etc.) to identify other areas in which transparency can help
consumers make optimal decisions.
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