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HELPING TODAY’S FOOD SYSTEM 
EARN CONSUMER TRUST





CFI strives to:

 Be a Leading Voice in a Balanced Public 
Conversation about Food

 Align the Culture of Today’s Food System

 Convene, Empower and Support Food 
System Stakeholders

The Center for Food Integrity



Today’s Conversation 

1. Story + Research-based insight into how trust 
is compromised, why consumers object to 
the food system and technology and what we 
can and should do to earn trust.

2. Analogy + Why lack of trust matters. 

3. Numbers + Encouragement and best 
practices for building trust to apply 
immediately.



Story



Savannah’s hat

• How old is she?

• When does she wear 
this hat? 

• Tell us her favorite 
food.

Once upon a time…



Sarah’s fancy shoes

• Where does she live?

• Is she married?

• When did she wear 
these shoes?

• Tell me her biggest 
concern about food or 
farming.

Once upon a time…



Jan’s purse

• Where does she take 
this bag? 

• What is her 
occupation?

• Tell me what Jan 
thinks of Sarah and 
her fancy shoes. 

Once upon a time…



True Story…



• Today food is generally:

– Safer

– More available

– More affordable

• Despite the industry’s best intentions, 
consumers are skeptical about the 
decisions being made on their behalf, 
and the people making them.  

How did that happen?

Today’s Food System

University of Wisconsin-Extension





Significant Social Shifts: Last 50 Years



Significant Social Shifts: Last 50 Years



What does 
this have to 
do with the 

food system?



Consolidation, Integration and Industrialization



THEN

• Authority is granted 
primarily by office

• Broad social consensus 
driven by WASP males

• Communication is formal, 
indirect (mass 
communication)

• Progress is inevitable

• Institutions are respected

Significant Social Shifts

NOW

• Authority is granted primarily 
by relationship

• No single social consensus, 
great diversity, many voices

• Communication is informal, 
direct (masses of 
communicators)

• Progress is possible

• Institutions are questioned



The BIG BIAS



“I believe (size) food companies are likely to put their 
interests ahead of my interests.”

Mean 5.88

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

18% 52% 29%

0 to 3 4 to 7 8 to 10

Mean 7.52

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

5% 38% 57%

0 to 3 4 to 7 8 to 10

Small

Large



“(Size) farms are likely to put their interests 
ahead of my interests.”

Mean 5.56

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

22% 51% 27%

0 to 3 4 to 7 8 to 10

Mean 7.06

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

7% 46% 47%

0 to 3 4 to 7 8 to 10

Small

Large



Shared Values = Trust

Overcoming the Bias Against Size

Big is Bad

Inverse relationship between size and 
the perception of shared values



Analogy



A relationship 

without trust

is like a cell phone 

without service…

Analogy…



… all you can do is play



Consumer Trust 
Research Highlights

What we’ve learned 
about building trust



The Trust Model (Sapp/Look East)

TRUST

SOCIAL 

LICENSE

FREEDOM 

TO 

OPERATE

Trust research was 
published in the 
December 2009 

Journal of
Rural Sociology



Definition: The privilege of operating with minimal 

formalized restrictions (legislation, regulation, or 
market requirements) based on maintaining public 
trust by doing what’s right.

Public Trust: A belief that activities are consistent 
with social expectations and the values of the 
community and other stakeholders.

Social License



Tipping 
Point

Flexible 
Responsive 
Lower Cost

Rigid 
Bureaucratic 
Higher Cost

Guided by…
• Ethics               
• Values 
• Expectations
• Self regulation

Guided by…
• Regulation 
• Legislation 
• Litigation 
• ComplianceSingle triggering event 

or cumulative impact

The Social License To Operate

Social License Social Control 

*SEC annual estimate for SOX compliance per public company = $2.3 million



• Cost of future regulations +

• Cost of assets lost +

• Cost of lost sales +

• Reduced stock price +

• Loss of consumer confidence +

• Increased operating cost +

• Loss of reputation +

• Reduced employee satisfaction 

Total cost of social license lost

Cost of Losing Social License



Social License Challenge: Climate Change



Social License Challenge: Public Health



Social License Challenge: Animal Welfare



Social License Challenge: Biotechnology





GMOs = 

• Cultural shorthand

• Icon for “industrialized” food system

• Technology vs. what the technology represents

The Larger Challenge





Will new technologies, 
research methods, 

processing techniques 
even be allowed? 



VALUE 

SIMILARITY
CONFIDENCE

COMPETENCE

INFLUENTIAL

OTHERS

SOCIAL 

LICENSE

FREEDOM 

TO 

OPERATE

TRUST

The Trust Model (Sapp/Look East)

Trust research was 
published in the 
December 2009 

Journal of
Rural Sociology



Shared values are 3-5x more important in 
building trust than sharing facts or 

demonstrating technical skills/expertise

What Drives Consumer Trust?

TRUST



“No one cares how much you know,

until they know how much you care.”

- Theodore Roosevelt



Don’t abandon 
science and facts

Lead with Shared Values 
to Build Trust



Balance for Success



Answering the Wrong Question

Ethical Question (Should) Science Question (Can) 



Communication: Then v. Now

Consumer

Consumer

Consumer

Traditional 
Communication 

Model

Expert

Family
Online 
Friends

Neighbor

FamilyFriend

Tribal/Network 
Communication 

Model

Family
Online 
Friends

Blogs



Reality Check



What information sources have you used to come to 
your conclusions that GMOs are dangerous?

The “Mom Tribe” Consumer Panel

Heidi: “I’m part of a moms 
group. When there is a big 
consensus, I think ‘there’s 

something here.’ You don’t 
need doctors or scientists 
confirming it when you 

have hundreds of moms.” 



Tribal Shunning

Lisa: “I think mom guilt is a huge factor. 
If someone is telling you something is 
dangerous, for example fructose, and 

you hear the message more than once 
you owe it to yourself to research it or 

quit consuming it. I can’t keep giving my 
kids fructose if there’s a potential 

problem. We have to do our best job.” 

How do you decisions about food? 



No, onions do not absorb bacteria. 
The idea that a vegetable would 
attract and suck into itself bacteria 
from the air is not even logical. The 
onion may turn black because it 
would eventually rot from both cell 
breakdown events and bacterial 
contamination if you left it out, not 
because it absorbs germs. 

- Ruth MacDonald, PhD, RD, Chair 
and Professor of the Department of 
Food Science & Human Nutrition at 

Iowa State University

Total thumbs down on this article. 
Old wives tales endure centuries 
for a reason. I started leaving a cut 
onion on the counter when my son 
was 12 and neither of us had as 
much as a cold throughout until 
his graduation. Science doesn't 
have to "prove" anything to make 
me believe it works. 

- Cindy Gable

BestFoodFacts.org – Do Onions Absorb 
Bacteria that Cause Illness?



I think I know how you’re feeling…



Numbers



Animals/Acres?

100

Numbers



% of consumers who want more information on 
where food comes from?

80%

Numbers



TRUST
Global 

Transparency 
in Topic

Policies
Illustrative 

Policies

Practices
Illustrative 
Practices

Performance

Verification
Illustrative 
Verification

Transparency Model Per Topical Area

So Who Do They Trust?



• An advocacy group

• A peer who shares my interests about food

• A state government scientist

• A university scientist

• A farmer

• Dr. Oz 

• A scientist who is a mom

• A federal government scientist

• A well-known food blogger

• A celebrity chef

• Someone who is a mom

Who is Trusted? GMO Foods



Level of Trust in Sources of Information About 
Genetically Modified Foods

0% 50% 100%

11%

11%

10%

56%

53%

48%

34%

37%

42%

0 to 3 (Low Level of Trust) 4 to 7 8 to 10 (High Level of Trust)

(n=2005)

(mean=6.66)

(mean=6.41)

(mean=6.31)

A university 
scientist (A)

A scientist who 
is a mom (B)

A farmer (C)

Q19b. Please rate the level of trust you have in the 

following sources of information GM Foods using the 

scale provided.



Level of Trust in Sources of Information About 
Genetically Modified Foods (Continued)

0% 50% 100%

20%

18%

15%

48%

50%

56%

32%

31%

28%

0 to 3 (Low Level of Trust) 4 to 7 8 to 10 (High Level of Trust)

(n=2005)

(mean=5.86)

(mean=5.83)

(mean=5.82)

A peer who 
shares my 
interests about 
food (D)

A state 
government 
scientist (E)

A federal 
government 
scientist (F)

Q19b. Please rate the level of trust you have in the 

following sources of information GM Foods using the 

scale provided.



Level of Trust in Sources of Information About 
Genetically Modified Foods (Continued)

0% 50% 100%

27%

23%

20%

52%

54%

54%

21%

24%

25%

0 to 3 (Low Level of Trust) 4 to 7 8 to 10 (High Level of Trust)

(n=2005)

(mean=5.52)

(mean=5.39)

(mean=5.07)

Someone who is 
a mom (H)

A well-known 
food blogger (I)

An advocacy 
group (G)

Q19b. Please rate the level of trust you have in the 

following sources of information GM Foods using the 

scale provided.



Level of Trust in Sources of Information About 
Genetically Modified Foods (Continued)

0% 50% 100%

30%

31%

50%

44%

20%

25%

0 to 3 (Low Level of Trust) 4 to 7 8 to 10 (High Level of Trust)

(n=2005)

(mean=5.00)

(mean=4.92)

Dr. Oz (J)

A celebrity chef
(K)

Q19b. Please rate the level of trust you have in the 

following sources of information GM Foods using the 

scale provided.



Level of Trust in Sources of Information About 
Genetically Modified Foods by Segment

Sources of Information Total Moms Millennials Foodies 

(Base) (2005) (605) (734) (416)

A university scientist 6.66 6.49 6.86 7.62

A scientist who is a mom 6.41 6.68 6.63 7.63

A farmer 6.31 6.64 6.67 7.61

A peer who shares my interests about food 5.86 6.22 6.16 7.57

A state government scientist 5.83 5.69 6.10 6.70

A federal government scientist 5.82 5.68 6.04 6.72

An advocacy group 5.52 6.02* 5.94 7.29*

Someone who is a mom 5.39 5.99 5.77 7.20*

A well-known food blogger 5.07 5.68 5.80 7.13*

Dr. Oz 5.00 5.52 5.27 6.77

A celebrity chef 4.92 5.33 5.49 6.66



____ steps that empower you to have 
conversations on complex, controversial topics?

3

Numbers



How: Conversations, not Messages



Trust-Building 
Engagement



How do we engage?



Those in food and agriculture 
talk about what and how

Science!
Economics!

Why Values Matter



Research proves 
it’s ok to do this ...

Can the System Change Its Approach?

Historically

Could we
Shift? It sounds like food safety 

is important to you ...

Financially, it’s in our 
best interest ...



• Responsibility: “Produce safe food. Operate ethically.” 

• Respect: “Protect the environment and animal health. Invite 
consumer questions and provide meaningful responses.”

• Fairness: “Balance needs of people, animals and the planet.”

• Truth: “Be honest. Talk about the good and the bad.”

Examples of Universal Values



• Improving food look, taste, 
nutrition

• Preserving the 
environment/sustainability

• Protecting animal 
health/reducing suffering

Reframing the Benefits of Technology

• Profitability

• Efficiency

• Scientific 
Advancement

OLD Themes NEW Themes



Trust-Building 
Transparency

Steps You Can Take to Reinforce 
Values-Based Communication



Transparency Means Business

“Consumers have begun to 
weigh a new set of factors 
more heavily in their 
purchase, disrupting the 
consumer value equation in 
ways that present both 
opportunities and challenges 
for the food industry. “



Transparency Defined

7
Elements of 

Trust-Building 
Transparency

– 1 –
Motivation

– 5 –
Clarity

– 4 –
Relevance

– 3 –
Stakeholder 
Participation

– 2 –
Disclosure

– 6 –
Credibility

– 7 –
Accuracy



1. Motivation – Act in a manner that is ethical and consistent 

with stakeholder interest.  Show you understand and 

appreciate issues and take action that demonstrates you 

balance public interest with self interest.

Trust Building Transparency

Motivations

Disclosure
2. Disclosure – Share information important to 

stakeholders, both positive and negative, even if it might 
be damaging.  Make it easy to find; helpful in making 
informed decisions; easy to understand and timely.

Stakeholder 
Participation

3. Stakeholder Participation – Ask those interested in your 
activities and impact, for input.  Make it easy to provide; 
acknowledge it has been received and explain how and 
why you make decisions. 



4. Relevance – Share information stakeholders 
deem relevant.  Ask them.  Show you 
understand.

Trust Building Transparency

5. Clarity – Share information that is easily 
understood.

Relevance

Clarity



7. Accuracy – Share information that is 
truthful, objective, reliable and complete.

Trust Building Transparency

6. Credibility – Admit mistakes; apologize; accept 
responsibility; engage critics; share plans for 
corrective action.  Demonstrate you genuinely 
care and present more than one side of 
controversial issues.

Accuracy

Credibility



• Who you are is as important as what you know

– Person first; expert third. Communicating shared values 
makes technical information more relevant and accessible

• The public wants information from academics but not 
academic information

– Learn to speak the language of social media

• Transparency is no longer optional

– Authentic transparency is the path to building trust in ag and 
food in the 21st century

• Embrace skepticism – It’s not personal, it’s a social 
condition

– Skepticism is the fuel for scientific discovery

Final Thoughts



BestFoodFacts.org
– Consumer questions, Expert answers

Resources

CFIEngage.org
– 411 on events & shared values guidance

FoodIntegrity.org
– Site of The Center for Food Integrity





Thank You!

Roxi Beck
Roxi.Beck@FoodIntegrity.org

@RoxiBeck
816-556-3151


