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Consumer Perceptions of Produce Safety: A Study of [State] 

An estimated 48 million foodborne illnesses, including 3,000 deaths, occur each year in the United States (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC], 2010). Research has documented that fresh produce is a rising cause of the foodborne outbreaks reported to the CDC (Doyle & Erickson, 2008; Sivapalasingam, Friedman, Cohen, & Tauxe, 2004).  As a result, fresh fruits and vegetables have received national attention, recently highlighted by the Food Safety Modernization Act which was signed into law in early 2011 by President Obama. Through this law [P.L. 111-353], the Food and Drug Administration will establish mandatory minimum standards based on known safety risks for the safe production and harvesting of produce.  As the new law is implemented, continuing to assess consumer perceptions regarding produce safety will be particularly important, for those perceptions will allow stakeholders within the supply chain to better meet consumer demand.  
Theoretical Framework. The Theory of Planned Behavior (TpB) asserts that subjective norms, which are the social pressures stemming from the expectations of important individuals and groups, are a critical component to understand the motivations that influence behavior (Ajzen, 1988).  In the case of produce safety practices and policies, consumers are an important group to both produce growers and supermarkets.  Fresh produce growers have acknowledged their desire to meet customer demands for fresh produce safety (Eggers, Ackerlund, Thorne, & Butte, 2010), and one of the benefits of food safety policies for supermarkets is the enhancement of customer confidence and loyalty (Henson & Reardon, 2005).  Therefore, a clear understanding of consumer expectations is critical for produce growers and supermarkets to make informed decisions regarding their produce safety policies and practices.
Research has shown that many consumers prefer local and organic produce for their perceived superior attributes (Berlin, Lockeretz, & Bell, 2005; Onozaka, Nurse, & McFadden; Pirog, 2004; Yiridoe, Bonti-Ankomah, & Martin, 2005).  These findings indicate that growers and supermarkets can position themselves advantageously by meeting consumer demands for produce that is local or organic and safe.  However, for growers and supermarkets to capitalize on these market niches, evidence needs to empirically demonstrate the relationship between consumer preferences for fresh fruits and vegetables and their produce safety perceptions. 

Methodology. The purpose of this study was to assess [state] consumer perceptions of produce safety and various factors that affect those perceptions, providing important information regarding consumers subjective norms.  Using data collected among [state] a consumers, this study presents evidence documenting how consumer demographics, along with their preferences for specific attributes in fresh produce, such as locally grown, organically grown, and inspected for food safety, affect their produce safety perceptions.  In order to determine these relationships, telephone interviews with randomly sampled [state] consumers were conducted.  Interviews included questions about consumers’ produce safety perceptions, their preferences for local produce, organic produce, and produce that has been inspected for on-farm food safety, as well as demographic information.  A total of 604 [state] consumers provided valid data, for a survey cooperation rate of 71.6%.
Results. The most significant result from this study is that [state] consumers, regardless of gender, race, age, educational level, financial status, or residential location, believed produce safety is an important issue. This finding is critical to communicate to [state] produce growers and supermarkets.  From the consumers’ perspective, current practices in the food system regarding produce safety are not sufficient. 
 
A multivariate analysis also determined that preferences for locally grown produce, organically grown produce, and produce that has been inspected for on-farm food safety were the most significant predictors of produce safety perceptions among consumers.  Those who more strongly preferred these produce attributes placed higher importance on the issue of produce safety.  Although no demographic variable appeared as a significant predictor in a saturated regression model, a regression model that considered only demographic variables as inputs found gender to be a significant predictor of produce safety perceptions.  In both this regression model and other bivariate analyses, females perceived produce safety to be a more important issue than males.  
Conclusions/Implications. The results from this study provide important information for other groups of stakeholders seeking to implement practices that reduce the risk of foodborne contamination.  A better understanding of consumer produce safety perceptions and preferences will allow stakeholder groups, including growers and supermarkets, to make more informed decisions regarding their food safety policies and practices.  Communicating consumers perceptions to supermarkets and produce growers is particularly important, for these groups are not likely to capitalize on market opportunities without a thorough understanding of consumers perceptions.  Extension, therefore, can fill a critical role as a communications facilitator among these groups of stakeholders.  Through its educational programming, Extension can present the findings from this study to [state] supermarkets and produce growers to encourage the implementation of food policies and practices that reduce the risk of foodborne contamination.  
In addition, Extension should also consider amplifying its role in educating consumers about produce safety.  Just as consumers have needs and interests regarding produce safety, so too do produce growers and supermarkets.  Thus, Extension should convey the perspectives of these other stakeholders to consumers.  For example, although this study found high produce safety perceptions among [state] consumers, only 2.2% of foodborne outbreaks in the United States between 1990 and 2007 were connected with on-farm activities (Duman, 2010).  Educational programming could inform consumers that foodborne contamination does not necessarily mean poor practices by farmers but might occur during any of the several phases along the commodity chain.
  
In disseminating these findings, [state] Extension should also evaluate and document the resulting behavior changes made by [state] produce growers and supermarkets.  Using TpB as a guide, [state] Extension can understand the degree to which the subjective norms of consumers have caused produce growers and supermarkets to reconsider their produce safety policies and practices.  This recommendation, in particular, is important.  By utilizing TpB as its theoretical framework, this study operated from the understanding that its value rested in the potential for produce growers and supermarkets to take the necessary actions to respond to consumer demands. 
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