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Food Safety: Economists Take a Bite 


Economzcs of Food Safety. EdIted by Julie A 
Ca.well New York ElseVIer SCIence Publrshmg 
Co 1991, 356 pages, $135 

Revzewed by Ph,{ R Kaufman 

Th,s collectIOn of aJ tlcles prov1des economIsts and 
pohcymakel s wIth many of the tools necessary for 
understanding the potentially volatile Issue of food 
safety Although falhng short as a textbook source, 
as the title may Imply, the collection of articles 
nevertheless IS an ambItIOus beglnmng toward 
understandmg the conceptual and empmcal com­
pleXIties of the econom1CS of food safety The work 
also reveals weaknesses that subsequent re­
searchers mur::.t address Policymakers should also 
value the contributIOns made here but should 
recogmze the hmltatlOns of current research 
G, eatel demand for food safety pohcy will result In 

an equally large research supply response 

The edItor, an economIst, chose to orgamze 
indIvIdual chapters Into sectIOns that address 
eIther the demand for or the supply of food safety 
and quahty Lay readers and pohcymakers may 
not appreciate that scheme, however In addItion, 
a number of authors address research meth­
odologIes as opposed to the purely apphed empm­
cal aspects of food safety analYSIS 

Smallwood and Blaylock assess the sUltablhty of 
economiC concepts and methods for analYZing food 
safety Issues In the lead chapter They revIew 
models and apphcatlOns of demand analYSIS to food 
safety Issues, IncludlOg household productIOn mod­
el" plOduct charactel1stlcs, and attribute models 
SuffiCIent theoretical foundatIOns of consumer 
behavlOl eXIst to adequately address many food 
safety Issues, but empmcal apphcatlOn IS data 
IlllenSIVe, and therefore demanding of the re­
searcher Smallwood and Blaylock conclude that, 
as a result, mOot studieS provIde only a weak hnk 
between analytical results and theoretical con­
structs However, the chapter falls short by not 
addreSSing the obvIOUS need for better data 
SOUlces 

Two chapters address the element of risk In 
consumer food demand models ChOl and Jensen 
find that perfectly competitIve markets would 
provIde complete informatIOn about food substance 
hazards, allOWing for a SOCIally optimal level of 

I Kaufman IS an agncultural economist In the CommodIty 
El..OnomlC';; Dlvl"lOn ERS 

food safety The role of the Government IS to 
ensure that food safety and rIsk-related mforma­
tlon are accurate Falcom and Roe, on the other 
hand, assert that such mformatlOn would eXIst as 
a pubhc good, rather than a private good As such, 
the prIvate prOVISIOn of food hazard and health 
rIsk mformatlOn would be reduced to the lowest 
common denomInator across competing firms Be­
cause there are no mcentlves for mdlvldual 
supphers to alter theIr allocatIOn of a food 
substance (mgredlent or addlbve), neIther total 
Industry allocatIOn nor product price IS affected 
The reader IS left to reconCIle the seemmgly 
confhctmg conclUSIOns 

ExtendIng consumer demand methodologles to 
mcorporate risk first reqUIres that 1t be properly 
measured CarrlqUlry and others revIew meth­
odolOgIes for determmmg exposure to health risks, 
dlstmgUlshmg between short-term (acute) and 
long-term (chromc) rIsk exposure Th,s characterls­
bc may be useful to help explam why the pubhc's 
perceIVed health rIsks often dIffer from sClence­
based risk measures, gIven the slgmficance of 
chromc condItions Relative fisk assessment ex­
tends to evaluatmg food hazard control strategIes 
Curtm and Krystynak apply th,S approach to the 
CanadIan poultry processmg mdustry m whIch the 
costs of mterventlOn at varIOUS stages of produc­
tIOn and dIstributIOn are estlmated and compared 
WIth potential benefits Although cost-effective, 
thelf proposal would hkely conflIct WIth eX1stmg 
food safety standards and regulatIOns, making 
ImplementatIOn Impractical 

A number of articles are devoted to understandmg 
consumer demand for greater food safety and rlsk­
reductIOn behaVIOr Van Ravenswaay and Hoehn 
analyzed apple consumption dUring the Alar 
controversy In 1984-89 The authors found that 
demand for apples dechned In 1984 after the 
Env1ronmental ProtectIOn Agency Issued a new 
fisk assessment of Alar (a growth regulator), and 
not after heIghtened medIa actlv1ty m 1989, whIch 
contrasts popular perceptIOn 

Awareness about the use of pestiCIdes, espeCIally 
m fresh frUIt and vegetable production, has 
nevertheless triggered a growing mterest In con­
sumers' wllhngness to pay for food safety as­
surance, and of the apparent credlblhty gap among 
government agencIes charged WIth momtormg and 
regulatmg chemIcal use Ott and others found that 
consumers prefer Independent laboratOries to gov­
ernment agencIes for pestiCIde res1due tests The 
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credlblhty Issue IS central to the consumer .accept­
ance of the productIOn-enhancing BSt hormone In 
milk, a!,cordlng to Preston and others Neither of 
the chapters develops the economic ImplicatIons of 
Identified nsk behavIOr, however AttentIOn should 
also have been gIVen to the new blO-englneered 
food products and theu potential for success In 
VIew of apparent consumer skeptIcism Many 
studies of die consumer demand response to food 
safety and health informatIOn, such as "wilhngness 
to pay" surveys, have rehed on hypothetical 
situations The degree to which these controlled 
expenments approximate actual consumer tastes 
and preferences In the marketplace IS debatable 

A final set of articles IS devoted to pnvate and 
pubhc food safety strategies Caswell and Johnson 
distingUish between indiVidual firm strategies 
according to theu purpose differentiatIOn strat­
egies attempt to Improve a competitive poslbon, 
nsk management strategies attempt to mlmmlze 
hablhty resulting from a hazardous product or 
vIOlatIOn of government regulatIOn, and proactive 
strategies attempt to guide the regulatory process 
In the best Interests of the firm The authors 
present a number of case studIes. involVing agrI­
cultural producers, food processors, and retaIlers 
The Caswell and Johnson artIcle lacks for empm­
cal support that would quantIfy the returns to food 
safety strategies Clearly, the decls;on to Imple­
ment a given strategy should take Into account 

On the Jobs 

Mult.ple Job.holding among Farm Families. 
Edited by Me Hallberg, JIll L FlndelS, and 
Daniel A Lass Ames Iowa State Unwersrty Press, 
1991, 350 pages, $41 95 

Rev,ewed by Leslie A. Whitener 

ThiS anthology evolved from a May 1988 sym­
posIUm on multIple Job-holding among farm fam­
Ihes, sponsored JOintly by the four Regional Rural 
Development Centers and the Farm FoundatIOn 
The book IS deSIgned as a gUIde to research and 
pohcy responses to the phenomenon of part-bme 
farming and multIple Job.holdlng among U Sand 
Canadian farm famlhes Twenty-one papers by 
agrIcultural economIsts, rural SOCIOlOgists, an­
thropolOgists, extensIOn speclahsts, and rural de­
velopment experts are orgamzed Into SIX major 
sectIOns hlstoncal perspective and future pros­
pects, current theoretIcal Issues, results of farm 

Whitener IS a SOCIOlOgist With the AgrIculture and Rural 
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tangIble and intangible costs and benefits Because 
differentiatIOn strategies constItute firm or product 
dlffel entlatlon, how does one disaggregate the 
costs and returns of the multiple Stl ategles 
mvolved? Fmally, to what extend do pnvate 
InitIatives substItute for greater government over­
SIght and regulatIOn From a SOCIal welfare 
perspective, whIch approach-publIc or pnvate­
best addresses food safety and health llsks? 

French and NeIghbors offer essentially an account­
Ing model for determining the firm costs of food 
labehng complIance, an Important policy conSIdera­
tion Mauskopf and Chapman attempt to Improve 
the effiCIency of the Imported foods enfol cement 
program They develop a model of firm compliance 
behaVIor given a dynamIC enforcement program 
Product samphng rates are thus adjusted to 
minImIZe program costs and maxImIze firm com­
phance WhIle supenor to the eXIsting dynamIC 
samphng approach, successful ImplementatIOn may 
hinge on fairness and equity ls::,ues raIsed by the 
firms subject to enforcement 

The Economics of Food Safety contains a collectIOn 
of hterature addressmg the conceptual and empIrl­
cal Issues that wIll hkely gIve consldel able value 
to the unInItiated researcher, so I would recom­
mend the book to all who Wish to betteI mform 
themselves In thIS emergency area 

household surveys, rural labOl market factors, 
publIc plograms for multIple Job-holdmg farm 
famIlIes, and pohcy Issues and research needs 

ThIS collectIOn offers a comprehenSIve revIew of 
multIple Job-holdlllg of farm familIes And whIle It 
IS a "must read" for anyone about to embark on 
research stud;es In thIS area because It succinctly 
revIews the progress to date, It IS fal more useful 
for illustratlllg where we have been than for 
suggesting where we should go In fact the book 
debates, but never really answers, the questIOn of 
why we should go anywbere 

The vanous artIcles dIffer III qualIty, reseal ch 
approach, and analytical techmque, but the anthol· 
ogy draws strength from thIS multldlsclphnary 
perspective Anthropologist Peggy Barlett bases 
her findings about the motIvations of part-time 
farmers on particIpant observatIOn and open­
ended, m-depth mtervlews WIth a small number of 
farm famlhes In Dodge County, Georgia Although 
geographIcally hmlted, her excellent case study 
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