
Utah Strawberries: Consumer Preferences for Specialty Labels - Kynda Curtis, Makaylie Langford 1

Utah Strawberries:
Consumer Preferences for
Specialty Labels

Kynda Curtis, Makaylie Langford

06/17/2025

Introduction

Highlights

• Consumer preferences for locally labeled foods
are associated with quality considerations, local
community support, and perceived freshness.

• Understanding consumer preferences enables
growers to take advantage of premiums.

• Emphasizing “locally grown” may be more effective
than focusing solely on organic.

Consumers are often willing to pay premiums for products
featuring specialty labels, such as “locally grown,”
“organic,” “GMO-free,” etc. Consumer preferences
for foods featuring these specialty labels are often
motivated by perceived environmental benefits, safety,
health attributes, and appealing qualities like taste and
freshness (Cappelli et al., 2022; Gundala & Singh, 2021;
McCurdy, 2022). For example, consumer preferences
for locally labeled foods are associated with quality
considerations, local community support, and perceived
freshness (Grebitus et al., 2013; Darby et al., 2008).
Local products, in particular, promote community support
by reinvesting money into local communities (Capelli
et al., 2022). Similarly, consumers associate organic
foods with perceptions of environmental quality and food
safety, health, and better overall quality compared to
conventionally produced food (Yazdanpanah et al., 2015;
Loebnitz & Aschemann-Witzel, 2016).

Understanding consumer preferences enables growers
to take advantage of the premiums associated with
differentiated products. Additionally, policymakers can use
these findings to develop programs aligned with emerging

consumer preferences, promoting the implementation of
food certification initiatives.

This fact sheet is the second of two discussing the results
of a study on consumer preferences and willingness to pay
(pricing) for fresh strawberries. This fact sheet highlights
how specialty labeling influences consumers’ perceptions
and willingness to pay. The study was conducted at
Utah State University (USU) in August 2024. A total of
116 study participants were recruited through emails,
flyers, and off-campus efforts. All participants completed
a sensory taste test for six strawberry samples and an
auction to elicit their willingness to pay for each sample,
followed by a survey. The survey included questions about
their demographics, shopping habits, and familiarity with
and beliefs about several specialty production and labeling
programs.

Participants were asked to rate six strawberry samples
labeled as conventionally produced, certified organic,
production method unknown, not locally grown, locally
grown, and origin unknown. Each sample was rated based
on color, size, firmness, taste, and overall acceptability.
Participants were also asked if they wanted information on
the specialty labeling programs. Of the 116 participants,
74 requested additional information, while 42 opted out.
Thus, two-thirds (64%) of the participants were in the yes
information group and the remainder (36%) were in the no
information group.

Results Overview

Familiarity With Production and Labeling
Programs

Image is used with
permission, courtesy of Utah’s Own

Participants were asked to rate their familiarity on a
scale of 1 to 5 (not at all familiar to very familiar) with five
specialty labeling and/or production programs. As shown
in Table 1, the no information group reported greater
familiarity with all production and labeling programs,
potentially explaining their decision to decline additional
information. The largest difference was familiarity with

https://digitalcommons.usu.edu/extension_curall/2514
https://utahsown.org/
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Utah’s Own™ program, where the no information
group ranked their familiarity two-thirds higher than the
yes information group. Overall, all participants lacked
familiarity with any of the labeling programs, but organic
was the highest rated.

Table 1.Participant Familiarity With Specialty Production/
Labeling Programs (Scale of 1 to 5)

Production/
Labeling
program

Mean ranking

All No
information

Yes
information

Organic
production
and labeling
standards

2.52 2.79 2.36

Locally
grown/
sourced
labeling
standards

2.15 2.48 1.96

Genetic
modification
and non-
GMO
labeling
standards

2.28 2.64 2.08

Natural
production
and labeling
standards

1.78 1.98 1.66

Utah’s Own
labeling
standards

1.75 2.14 1.53

Participants were asked about their consumption habits of
foods with specialty labels (see Table 2). Just under 40%
of all participants consumed foods with specialty labels
once a month or less, while another 9% never consumed
such foods. A higher proportion of the no information
group consumed such foods several times a week, again
perhaps demonstrating they were more familiar with these
programs.

Table 2.Participants Consumption Frequency of Specialty
Labeled Foods

Question Category All No
information

Yes
information

How
often
do you
consume
foods
with
specialty
labels
such as
organic,
locally
grown,
GMO-
free,
natural,
grass-
fed, free-
range,
etc.?

Several
times a
week

19% 21% 18%

Once a
week

10% 5% 14%

Several
times a
month

22% 24% 22%

Once a
month or
less

39% 36% 41%

Never 9% 14% 7%

Perceptions of Local and Organic Food

To evaluate consumer perceptions or attitudes about
specialty labeling foods, study participants were asked
to indicate their agreement on a scale of 1 to 5 (strongly
disagree to strongly agree) with several statements about
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organic and local products. For organic foods (see Table
3), participants agreed more than organic foods were
too expensive and that they were not important to them.
However, they did agree that organic foods were safer
than conventional. Between the two groups, the largest
gap in perception pertained to the statement that organic
foods are healthier than conventional, which the yes
information group rated higher. While differences were
less significant for other statements, the yes information
group generally agreed more with positive statements than
the no information group.

Table 3.Participant Perceptions of Organic Foods
(Agreement on a Scale of 1 to 5)

Statement All No
information

Yes
information

Organic
products
are healthier
than
conventional
products.

2.98 2.74 3.12

Organic
products are
fresher than
conventional
products.

2.82 2.98 2.73

Organic
products are
safer than
conventional
products.

3.18 3.02 3.27

Organic
products
taste
better than
conventional
products.

2.81 2.86 2.78

Organic
products
are too
expensive.

4.34 4.45 4.28

The
selection
of organic
products
isn’t good.

2.95 3.07 2.88

Statement All No
information

Yes
information

Organic
products
are not
important to
me.

3.47 3.64 3.38

For the local foods (see Table 4), all participants agreed
most that local foods benefit local farmers and are fresher
than non-local. There was also strong agreement that
local fruit tastes better than non-local. Participants’
agreement with statements about local products showed
the greatest disparity for the statement “Local products
are too expensive,” with the no information group rating it
higher than the yes information group. The yes information
group showed stronger agreement with statements that
local foods are fresher and benefit local farmers.

Differences in agreement between the two groups
were greater for statements about organic products
than for statements about local products. Both groups
showed higher agreement with positive attributes of
local products compared to organic products, suggesting
that emphasizing local may be more effective than only
focusing on organic production.

Table 4.Participant Perceptions of Local Foods
(Agreement on a Scale of 1 to 5)

Statement All No
information

Yes
information

Local
products
are healthier
than non-
local
products.

3.18 3.29 3.12

Local
products are
fresher than
non-local
products.

4.31 4.19 4.38

Local
products are
safer than
non-local
products.

3.03 3.12 2.99
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Statement All No
information

Yes
information

Local fruit
tastes better
than non-
local fruit.

3.69 3.88 3.58

Local
products
are too
expensive.

3.22 3.43 3.11

The
selection of
local fruit
isn’t good.

3.00 3.07 2.96

Local
products
are not
important to
me.

2.28 2.21 2.31

Local
products
benefit local
farmers.

4.63 4.57 4.66

Strawberry Sensory Rankings and
Bids

Study participants were asked to taste and rate six
strawberry samples on four characteristics and an overall
rating. The ratings ranged from highly unacceptable (1)
to highly acceptable (7). Results for overall ratings are
shown in Figure 1. The locally grown and organic samples
were rated the highest overall followed by the production
methods unknown sample. The no information group
rated locally grown strawberries the highest, while the
yes information group preferred the organic strawberries.
The greatest disparity between the two groups was for
the origin-unknown strawberries, which the no information
group rated much higher than the yes information group.
The not locally grown sample received the lowest ratings
from both groups, again demonstrating the importance of
local labeling.

Figure 1.Participant Taste Ratings (Scale of 1 to 7)

Study participants took part in a virtual auction in
which they indicated their highest bid for each of the
six strawberry products. As shown in Figure 2, both
groups bid the highest for locally grown and certified
organic strawberries. However, the no information
group was willing to pay the most for the locally grown
strawberries, and the yes information group was willing
to pay the most for the certified organic strawberries.
The largest difference in bids between the two groups
was for the origin-unknown strawberries, where the yes
information group was willing to pay much less than
the no information group. As strawberries often top the
“Dirty Dozen” (LaMotte, 2024) list of products with high
levels of pesticide residue, consumer preference for
organic versions is understandable, especially for those
knowledgeable about organic labeling and production
standards.

Conclusions

Study results show consumers are willing to pay more for
specialty labeled fresh strawberries. Despite receiving
additional information on specialty labeling programs,
the yes information group reported lower price points
than the no information group. While this might suggest
that providing consumers with additional information is
ineffective, the no information group reported greater
familiarity with all the labeling and production programs
evaluated.

Figure 2.Participant Strawberry Product Bids ($/pound)
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These findings indicate that consumers who are more
familiar with product label attributes are willing to pay more
for strawberries featuring these labels. However, a single
instance of additional information may not be sufficient to
drive consumers to pay premium prices for strawberries.
Repeated consumer education and targeted marketing
efforts may be necessary to see significant increases
in willingness to pay. Furthermore, since both groups
agreed more with positive statements about local products
compared to organic products, producers may benefit
more from focusing their marketing and education efforts
on local products. Other studies have found that when
combining organic and local labels, consumers are willing
to pay high prices over products featuring only one label
(Langford et al., 2024).
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