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Finding: Food Safety June 05, 2012

Consumers Appear Indifferent to Country-of-Origin Labeling for
Shrimp

by  and 
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Fred Kuchler Barry Krissoff

Under the Tarif f  Act  of  1930 and subsequent amendments, consumer-ready packaged foods must indicate whether the foods come from
the United States, f rom another country, or f rom mixed origins. Unt il the last  several years, random-weight products, such as loose produce,
store-cut and packaged meats, and seafood from a store's f ish counter, were not required to have country-of-origin labels. Proponents of
these labels assert  that  consumers view the U.S. label as an indicat ion of  safety, quality, or as a means of  support ing U.S. producers.
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This article is drawn f rom...

In April 2005, f ish and shellf ish became the f irst  commodit ies subject  to mandatory country-of-origin labeling (COOL). In March 2009, rules
became f inal requiring COOL for red meat, chicken and goat meat, f resh and frozen fruit  and vegetables, peanuts, pecans, macadamia nuts,
and ginger. ERS researchers explored whether U.S. consumers adjusted their purchases of  shrimp in response to the 2005 COOL
requirements for seafood. Findings show that consumers were not responsive to the new country-of-origin labels.

Shrimp was chosen for the study for a variety of  reasons. Fish and shellf ish were the f irst  commodit ies to fall under COOL requirements.
Shrimp is the most popular seafood in the United States, account ing for a quarter of  all seafood consumed. Seafood from Southeast Asia,
part icularly shrimp, has a history of  raising food safety concerns, so consumers may be looking for country-of-origin informat ion. The
dif ferent ways that shrimp is sold to consumers--random-weight shrimp purchased from a f ish counter versus consumer-ready packaged
shrimp--allow researchers to observe if  there are shif ts in purchases in response to COOL. Consumer-ready packages of  shrimp have
carried country-of-origin labels for many years. This informat ion was not required for random-weight shrimp unt il early 2005.

The researchers used weekly Nielsen Homescan purchase data for 1998-2006 to t rack household purchases of  three dist inct  products:
random-weight shrimp purchased from the f ish counter, f rozen bagged shrimp, and frozen bagged and breaded shrimp. To isolate the
impact of  the new COOL, the researchers accounted for the ef fects of  price, consumers' budgets, seasonality, purchasing trends, and
demographic characterist ics af fect ing demand for shrimp. If  COOL mattered to consumers, shrimp purchases af ter the rule's April 2005
implementat ion would have shif ted between the types of  products. Instead, no such demand shif t  was observed.

The researchers repeated the study using just  households in which at  least  one household head had at tended college, graduated from
college, or received an advanced degree. Findings from past studies on nutrit ion labeling suggest that  more educated consumers are more
likely to read food labels. This subset of  consumers did not alter their shrimp purchases in response to COOL either.

The implicat ions of  the research suggest that  price is a more important determinant of  buyer behavior than COOL, a f inding consistent with
various consumer surveys. Consumers may also feel that  retail out lets, the brand of  f ish, or exist ing health and safety regulat ions provide
adequate assurance of  the quality and safety of  the product without having to rely on country-of-origin labels.

"Do Consumers Respond to Country-of-Origin Labeling?", by Fred Kuchler, Barry Krissoff , and David Harvey, Journal of  Consumer Policy,
December 2010, Vol. 33, pp. 323-337
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