Introduction

In July 2019, the world population
surpassed 7.5 billion people, with India
and China combined accounting for
more than 2.7 billion and being the only
two countries with more than 1 billion
inhabitants’. In 2018, the population
growth rate was 1.12%, and it is
expected that by 2030 there will be more
than 8 billion people living in the world2.
According to data from the World Bank?,
in 2018, 55.3% of the world’s population
lived in urban areas, which shows that
migration from rural areas is currently
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an unrelenting trend. Population growth
and urbanization processes only
underline the well-known challenge of
food production, where the American
hemisphere has a key role to play as a
supplier.

On the other hand, urbanization,
communication dynamics and cultural
patterns are radically changing people’s
dietary habits and food perception.

The opinion of consumers, both in
terms of food quantity and quality, has
an increasing influence on demand.
Productive systems and value chains,
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together with international and national
regulations, have dynamically adapted to
these changes, leveraging opportunities
and addressing the challenges.

The Inter-American Institute for
Cooperation on Agriculture (IICA) regularly
drafts technical documents on critical
matters. This one in particular will address
the issue of consumer preferences and
their impact on agricultural production
practices with a chain focus.

The paradox of
consumer preferences
and choices

In theory, consumers are free to choose
the goods they desire. Rational consumers
comparatively organize their consumption
possibilities, establish preferences and
finally choose the products they can afford,
trying to maximize their use*.

Consumers, however, are not all alike.
Choices will depend on their economic
environment: preferences, budget, food
availability, prices. A sharp contrast can

be observed between high-income and
low-income countries, and between the
different socioeconomic levels within them.

The nutritional status of individuals
depends on their food choices, and the
differences and contrasts mentioned
before are reflected in the aggregated
indicators of food and nutritional
security taken into account for public
policymaking and by international
organizations. Overall, the global
prevalence of undernourishment
reported in 2018 was 11%, equivalent to
820 million people suffering from hunger.
This problem is mostly concentrated

in developing countries, showing
strong regional differences: in Africa,
the prevalence of undernourishment

is approximately 20%; in Asia, 12%;

in Latin America and the Caribbean,
although it has increased in recent
years, it still has not reached 7% and
accounts for only 5% of the total®. On
the opposite extreme, overweight and
obesity, referred to as the pandemics
of the 21st century®, affect almost 2.38
billion people with different prevalence
according to age, and affect developing
and developed countries alike’.
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Global trends in
consumer preferences in
the 21st century

Deciding what to eat has consequences
that directly affect health and the survival
of our species, but also involves deeply-
rooted cultural and social aspects. The
current state of things is noteworthy:

on the one hand, consumers have
never been so concerned about what
they eat®, and on the other, thanks to
global institutionalization (regulations,
agreements and organizations), never
before has there been so many safe
products for consumption.

Consumers, and especially those with no
budgetary restrictions, are willing to pay
for foods that meet their preferences®.

Overall, consumers in the 21st century
have changed dramatically. They now
demand to know everything they can

about what they consume: who produces
the food, how it is produced and how it is
distributed. There is a growing desire to
know more about the primary production
process and to establish a special
connection with agriculture. Humans wish
to feel safe in every dimension, which also
extends to food; ensuring a healthy diet
and avoiding foodborne diseases™ has
become the trend. On the other hand, there
is an increasing concern for avoiding non-
communicable diseases that result from
food consumption™, with an estimated
10% of the world population following an
exclusion diet and approximately 50% of
the world population excluding some of
their favorite foods for different reasons'.
Advertising has played a key role in
rebuilding consumer preferences. It is
indeed surprising that advertising, with

not much scientific basis, has affected
consumer perception and greatly influenced
food demand. It suffices to mention

the examples of the bovine spongiform
encephalopathy' '* and the avian flu'®.
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Furthermore, consumers are demanding
that organizations dedicate efforts in

the areas of nutrition and include issues
such as safe foods, healthy diets and
environments, among others 6.

Different studies'” show that consumers
do not settle for just knowing the number
of calories or fiber content of a product;
they aspire to know more, and want to be

assured that the food they consume meets

their health, ethical and environmental
expectations, among others. Health and
well-being are two key issues; in a sample
of 1600 consumers, 93% claimed they
wanted to eat healthy at least sometimes,
and 63% stated that they consumed a
healthy diet. Moreover, food preferences
no longer correspond to generic goods
(meat, fruits, vegetables), but now revolve
around aspects that can be categorized
into five groups (table 1):

Table 1. Categories to build food preferences

Category

Aspects

Natural

No artificial ingredients
No preservatives
100% natural

Organic

No GMOs

Clearly labeled

Ethics

Locally sourced and grown: family farming, child
labor, others

Antibiotic- and hormone-free

Animal well-being

Fair trade

Enriched

Rich in protein
Rich in omega 3 and healthy fats
Rich in antioxidants

Less...

Low in salt

Low in calories

Low in substitutes/fat-free
Sugar-free

Low in carbohydrates

Dietary alternatives/lifestyle

Plant-based
Gluten-free
Vegetarian
Vegan
Paleo

Source: Drafted based on Steingoltz et al.™.
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Challenges for global
food value chains and
their impact on local
agriculture

The notion of food as a fundamental

right conflicts with the fact that foods are
tradable goods produced, processed

and distributed along value chains
predominantly made up of private
stakeholders. The result of this public-
private duality is that chains are managed
within the framework of public, national
and international institutions'® and respond
to the interaction between public and
private regulations.

The concepts of global production
networks (GPNs) and global value

chains (GVCs)? and the mechanisms
through which value is created, added
and captured are part of a profound
discussion on what is happening to

food and nutrition on the planet. Food
production and consumption is dominated
and follows the logic of GVCs, as pointed
out by the Organization for Economic

Development and Cooperation (OECD)?",
which states that wheat produced in
Australia or Ukraine is processed to have
flour available in Indonesia or Turkey,
and later exported to manufacture
noodles in China or bread in Africa and
other places. The possible development-
or growth-related benefits of GVCs
conflict with the distortions and power

of large transnational food corporations,
which demand adjustments and public
intervention?2. The strengthening of
institutions, international standards and
public policies are therefore essential to
benefit farmers and consumers in a fair
and equitable manner, starting with GVCs
(involving only private stakeholders) and
generating GPNs, far-reaching public-
private mechanisms. The dynamics of
world trade and the analysis of GVCs are
a reflection of the recent consolidation of
hubs, especially in the People’s Republic
of China and Germany?.

Institutions, (GVCs and GPNSs), the
dynamics of global demand and consumer
perceptions place the American continent
in a crucial position from a global
perspective. The region as a whole is
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interesting in terms of food demand, given
the growing income of countries and
consumers, the total population of the
Americas and its age structure, and the
level of urbanization; as food suppliers,
on the other hand, the region has much
to offer especially in regards to primary
production. Furthermore, countries are
relevant stakeholders in international
decisions from the standpoint of the
existing public institutional framework.

Changes in the preferences of a segment
of influential consumers, aggregated
demand trends and the existence of food
GVCs are driving change, with the goal
of producing safer and healthier foods.
Within this context, different issues arise
including good agricultural practices,
good manufacturing practices, traceability
systems, quality and safety assurance
systems, maximum waste levels, labeling
and certification.

Additionally, and based on elements
that give value to food from the point
of view of demand, certain issues have
been included that lead to changes in
agricultural health services and food
safety systems, and also in practices
within the productive systems and the
value chain. This involves incorporating
aspects such as animal well-being,
organic production, fair trade, family
farming, gender and youth, and
environmental sustainability.

The concern for the product’s nutritional
facts®* calls for research and development
of innovations that can be rationally
incorporated into production systems
and throughout the value chain, for the
processing and production of foods,
depending on whether these are fresh or
processed. Consequently, in addition to
research, new public-private systems for
provision of goods (inputs) and services
(technical assistance) will need to be
created to facilitate the adoption of new
technologies and ensure the composition
of choice for consumers.

Furthermore, certain consumer trends
(such as those pointed out in the

“dietary alternatives” section of table

1) pose a challenge for farming and

food consumption, and contrast with the
United Nations Sustainable Development
Goals®, in the sense that ending hunger
and ensuring environmental sustainability
requires an increase in food production
and access. The adoption of technological
innovations that help increase productivity,
the well-balanced inclusion of plant- and
animal-based nutrients in the diet and
guaranteeing access for all consumers
constitutes a global challenge, but an
especially important one for developing
countries. Increasing the productivity and
efficiency of value chains to guarantee
access to safe foods, incorporating
technology, capital investment,
management of natural resources and
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stronger food safety systems, with a chain
focus, has become one of the crucial
endeavors of the 21st century.

The preferences of influential
stakeholders, aggregated demand and
GVCs are questioning the practices

of primary production, which in many
cases are culturally rooted. This poses a
challenge that farmers will need to address
sooner rather than later, identifying new
ways to adapt to this new scenario.

On the other hand, the productive sector
in the Americas is comprised of very
diverse stakeholders; those at the forefront
will have the capacity to spearhead the
adoption of technologies in production,
and in many cases even their creation.
This diversity of stakeholders in the
Americas will require the adoption of new
production technologies in gradual stages,
with some of the stakeholders facing
obstacles to fully leverage them and for
which they will need support. In this sense,
smallholder farmers and family farmers,
who constitute a vast majority in Latin
America, will require intensive training and
resources to be able to adopt these new
production practices.

Overall, the power of consumers,
especially organized ones, is becoming
increasingly influential, to the point where

their demands are heard at international
discussions and within the most
representative opinion forums. Therefore,
it becomes essential to encourage their
participation while objectively modulating
their positions and providing them with

a scientific basis, to create and leverage
opportunities and thus incentivize the
development of value chains.

The Agricultural Health and Food Safety
Program (AHFS), in keeping with the
mandates of [ICA and pursuant to the
guidelines of the current Medium-term
Plan (2018-2022)% has the necessary
capacities and vision to support the
member countries and help them seize the
opportunities and address the challenges
brought about by consumer perceptions in
the context of global production, trade and
food consumption systems.

Firstly, IICA can raise awareness among
producers and value chains and help
them adapt to changes®” and new
consumer requirements. However, the
main challenge is still how to accompany
consumers and stakeholders within the
value chain, paying special attention to
primary producers, to ensure technology
that is adopted with a scientific

basis. This support must also include
strengthening agricultural health and
food safety systems, not only to leverage

26. lICA (Inter-American Institute for Cooperation on Agriculture, Costa Rica). 2018. Medium-term Plan 2018-2022. San José,
Costa Rica. 120 p. (Official Documents Series / [ICA, ISSN 1018-5712; no. 102).

27. Diaz, A; Medina, L; Trelles, S. 2010. Manual de capacitacion: la convergencia entre salud publica, salud animal y ambiente
en las comunidades y territorios rurales: una contribucién a los procesos de fortalecimiento de capacidades, al aprendizaje
colectivo y a la innovacion social para el desarrollo rural territorial (online). San José, Costa Rica, IICA. Consulted July 15,

2019. Available at http:/repiica.iica.int/docs/B2004e/B2004e.pdf.



technological progress but also to
guarantee that the opportunities provided
by new consumer demands can be seized
to foster development.

Finally, a crucial element in this process
is knowledge management, to support
science-based communication and

help modulate consumer perceptions.
Therefore, IICA must be prepared to
promote knowledge management,
together with the use of strategies and
production practices that contribute to

promoting the availability and adoption of
technologies, the purpose of which is to
increase productivity and sustainability of
value chains and produce safe, nutritious
foods. Knowledge management must be
one step ahead of consumer preferences,
and try to modify them when these are
not scientifically-based. This is essential
due to the fact that producers will follow
consumer preferences and will adopt

the necessary technologies only if this

is beneficial for them from a business
perspective.
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