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THE CONSUMER COSTS OF
FOOD CERTIFICATION

A study of grocery store rice in Salt Lake City, Utah
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Introduction

Certification labels have become a common fea-
ture on food products found across grocery store
shelves. Such labels represent a variety of claims
regarding how a product was made and the in-
gredients in it. For example, foods marketed as
amatural ¢ or grown with minimal chemical sub-
stances often feature the USDA organic seal;
foods produced according to socially -conscious
standards may display some type of fair trade
certification logo, and; foods processed in facili-
ties free from allergen contamination frequently
carry a Gluten -Free (or similar) label.

® Certified

USDA

INTE

®
RNATIONAL Gluten-Free

Figure 1. Examples of certification labels: USDA organic
seal, Fairtrade International certification logo, Gluten Intol-
erance Group certification label.

The purposes of food certification

Certification labels indicate that the environmen-
tal, social, or ingredient claims touted on a prod-
uct have been verified by an external entity +t
usually an expert authority on the certification
type in question. * For consumers, certification
labels serve two primary purposes: they provide
information regarding how a product is made or
what is in it, and they strengthen the credibility of
that information.

For producers and processors, certification is a
way to distinguish a product and appeal to spe-

cific consumer markets. By lending credibility to

product claims, certification encourages consum-

er confidence. Furthermore, certification is in-
creasingly used to associate products or brands
with specific environmental or social values. 2

The consumer costs of food certification

It is generally acknowledged that certified prod-
ucts often garner a higher price when compared
to their non -certified competition. * Among aca-
demics and researchers that study the subject,
however, there is considerable debate as to how
big of a price difference there is, for which types

of products, and under which economic and so-
cial conditions. There is further uncertainty in
what the primary drivers are for any price differ-
ence that exists between certified and non
certified food. Among the likely contributors to

the higher prices are:

9 The higher operation costs of adhering to the
environmental, social, or other production
practices required by the certification in ques-
tion.

9 The fees that are required for a producer, pro-
cessor, and/or product to obtain certification.

9 The additional price premium that consumers
are willing to pay, or that retailers believe con-
sumers will pay, for the product characteristics
or values represented by a certification. *

The equity implications of certification costs

The extent to which certification translates into
higher food prices has consequences for individ-
ualséand communities éability to access certified
products. High cost certification labels can cre-
ate a barrier, leaving certain types of food inac-
cessible to individuals who cannot afford them.

If certification labels continue to proliferate, we
will likely see a growing divide between those
who can afford to purchase food with the quali-
ties they desire, as well as express their environ-
mental or social values through purchasing deci-
sions, and those who cannot.

Study objectives

This study examines the cost to consumers of
food product certification through an investiga-
tion of loose grain rice sold in Salt Lake City gro-
cery stores. The examination looks at two con-
sumer aeosts¢ associated with rice certification:

Product price. The study first documents the ex-
tent to which certification labels are associated
with higher product prices, as well as if multiple

certifications contribute to marginal increases in

product prices.

Equity costs. The study further examines if the
higher financial costs of certified products corre-
spond with unequal access to certified products
according to the socioeconomic characteristics of
the communities in which grocery stores are lo-
cated.
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Study methods and data

Data were collected by University of Utah student
researchers through in -person visits to ten Salt
Lake City grocery stores on a single day in March,
2017. Grocery stores were preselected to achieve
variation in store geographic location, size, and
brand. A list of grocery stores at which data col-
lection took place is provided in Appendix 1, at
the end of this report.

Data collection was limited to uncooked loose
grain rice products, resulting in a total of 161
products from across the ten stores. Data were
recorded in -store via a digital spreadsheet. Pho-
tographs were also taken of each product pack-

age (front and back), and each photograph was
linked via unigue identifier to corresponding
spreadsheet data, for the purposes of capturing
any relevant but unrecorded information. The
photographs were also used to confirm the valid-
ity and reliability of collected information prior to
data analysis.

The following data were recorded for each prod-
uct included in the research:

1 The name of each certification label displayed
on the product

1 Product price and weight

Product brand and name

1 Rice type and color

=

Key findings

This study examined the relationship between rice certifications and product prices, and the relative eg-
uity in certified rice availability for Salt Lake City residents. The study & findings are summarized here. A
detailed account of study findings follows, including a discussion of findings implications.

Grocery store rice certifications

Only 34% of 161 packets of rice exhibited no cer-
tification labels, while over half (53%) displayed
one or two certifications. The remainder had up
to five certifications. Seven different certification
types were found, listed here according to fre-
guency, with the most frequently identified certi-
fication listed first:

1. Non-GMO Project
8®Kc¢ Kosher

USDA Organic

100% Whole Grain
eEair for Life afair Trade
Gluten - Free

Demeter Biodynamic

No ok wbd

Certifications and product price

With a few exceptions, study findings indicate
that certification labels are generally associated
with higher product prices , and that each addi-
tional certification a product displays typically
corresponds with a marginal increase in price .

Equity in certified rice availability

Study findings indicate that the availability of cer-
tified rice by grocery store is not related to the
socioeconomic characteristics of the immediately
surrounding community t the availability of cer-
tified rice products appears equitable. As dis-
cussed later in this report, however, availability
does not equate to access, and the findings do
not rule out all equity concerns regarding food
certification price premiums.
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