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BELLEVUE, WASH. — Americans have a long history of accepting technological food
innovations, said Shelley Balanko, PhD, senior vice president of The Hartman Group, in a
June 24 webinar. She gave the pasteurization of milk as an example.

“American consumers are actually very poised for food innovation because of our history of
food science and technology in our culture,” Dr. Balanko said. “Since the turn of the 20th
century food science and technology have been part of American culture to protect and
enhance consumers’ lives.”

Twenty years into the current century, consumers still are willing to accept new food
technology, but they want many questions answered first.

“As consumers are confronted or presented with new food tech innovations, they are going
to weigh a range of factors to determine what is acceptable,” Dr. Balanko said. “Essentially,
they are going to be trying to answer the question, ‘Do the ends justify the means?’”
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People will want to know the risks and benefits of new technology as well as why a
company developed the technology: Was it for the greater good or mostly for company
profit?

“People will be expecting new innovations to be very clear about how it was made, why it
was made that way and the resulting pros and cons,” Dr. Balanko said.

The Hartman Group, Bellevue, found a majority of people want both natural food choices
and scientific solutions. In a survey, 66% of respondents said they want their food to be as
natural as possible while 58% said they believe scientific and technological innovations can
make food more sustainable.

The Hartman Group survey showed 70% of consumers said they often pay more for food or
drinks that are better for them and 57% said they often pay more for food or drinks that are
better for workers or the environment. The survey also showed 52% said they would be
very or somewhat interested in purchasing products made from hydroponic farming, which
compared to 45% for regenerative agriculture, 33% for nutrient fortification using
nanotechnology and 28% for cellular agriculture.

Dr. Balanko said people tend to evaluate food production innovations through four
overlapping arenas:  innovations in the field such as regenerative agriculture, innovations
in the kitchen with vegan dishes as an example, research and development innovations like
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plant-based burger and milk alternatives, and laboratory innovations like cellular
agriculture for meat and dairy.

“When innovations come from the field or the kitchen, they do not require as much
explanation,” she said, adding more research and consumer education will be needed to
justify the higher prices for products associated with regenerative agriculture.

“People will be expecting new innovations to be very clear about how it was made, why it
was made that way and the resulting pros and cons.” — Shelley Balanko, PhD, The Hartman
Group

GMOs, CRISPR technology and cellular meat all face some consumer skepticism. Thirty-
five percent of consumers reported buying more non-GMO products than they did a year
ago, according to The Hartman Group. Concern over glyphosate is hurting GMO
perceptions as well, Dr. Balanko said.

Besides seed companies, farmers, chefs and scientists, traditional consumer packaged
goods companies like the Kraft Heinz Co., General Mills, Inc., Nestle SA and PepsiCo, Inc.
may play a role in food innovation, too.

“These companies have a long-standing history of expertise and excellence in food science
and technology, creating very safe, tasty products and convenient products,” Dr. Balanko
said. “Safety is going to be increasingly important as we come out of the COVID-19
pandemic. This heritage of expertise and excellence will be very useful as consumers have
to reimagine their standards around processed foods.”

The world still needs technological innovation in food, she said.

“Humanity’s ability to innovate with science and technology will continue to improve our
quality of life, and humanity has an obligation to use its science and tech powers to make
things better,” Dr. Balanko said.
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