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GMO PRODUCTS AND THE FOOD INDUSTRY: A LITERATURE REVIEW OF OPINIONS
AND BEHAVIORS BY U.S. RESTAURANTS
Jake Harrison and Kenneth Bartkus

Department of Management

Abstract: The health implications of genetically modified organisms (GMOs) have been the subject of
considerable debate in the literature. One aspect of the debate is the apparent disconnect between what is
reported in the scientific communities and what is reported in the general public. Specifically, it has been
reported that while “Nearly 9 out of 10 scientists from the American Association for the Advancement of
Science say GMOs are ‘generally safe’ to eat, more than half of the general public believe it is not a good
idea.” This presents somewhat of a dilemma for companies, such as restaurants, who are involved in food
distribution to the general public. That is, should restaurants continue to use GMO food products given
assurances from the scientific community? Or, should they respond to consumer concerns by adopting at
least some form of a non-GMO policy? The purpose of this review is to gain a conceptual understanding
of what the restaurant industry is saying and doing with regard to these questions. Preliminary results
are explained, and further research direction is given.
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1. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

The use of genetically modified organisms (GMOSs) in the production of food products
designed for human consumption has been the subject of considerable debate in the literature
(e.g., de Venddmois et al., 2010; Persson, 2018; Katiraee, 2019). On the one hand, there are
those who argue that GMO products are safe to consume. The National Academy of Sciences, for
example, argues that: “GMO crops are as safe to eat as their non-GMO counterparts” (n.p., as

reported in Kubitz, 2016). Similarly, one restaurant executive echoed this position by stating
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that there is “broad scientific consensus that GMOs are safe to consume” (n.p., Clayton, as

quoted in Food Insight, 2019).

On the other hand, opponents of GMO products counter that there is sufficient scientific
evidence to conclude that there are harmful health effects from their use (Persson, 2018).
Latham (2015), for example, notes that GMO crops are often resistant to herbicides and this
resistance “is an invitation to farmers to spray large quantities of herbicides, and many do.”
Given that herbicide residuals have been widely cited as a cause of cancer (e.g., Cassidy, 2015;

Myers et al., 2016) this implies an unintended and negative side-effect of GMO products.

While the debate remains ongoing, there appear to be noticeable changes taking place in both
public policy and industry practice in the direction of eliminating, or at least reducing, the use of
GMO products. At the public policy level, the U.S. Department of Agriculture announced the
National Bioengineered Food Disclosure Standard, ‘which requires food manufacturers,
importers, and certain retailers to label foods containing genetically modified or bioengineered
ingredients.” (Food Business News, 2018). While restaurants are not required to adhere to the
standard at the current time, it would be reasonable to suggest that this might change in the
foreseeable future, especially if evidence becomes more conclusive that GMOs are as harmful as
some evidence has shown. And, while labeling alone wouldn’t necessarily involve a significant
cost to industry, such transparency may cause at least some consumers to avoid companies who

use GMO products.

Aside from the labeling requirements in the U.S, there are emerging regulations throughout
global markets. For example, 28 countries in Europe now prohibit biotech companies from

selling GMO seed in their countries (Journey, 2019). The list includes such countries as
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Germany, France, Italy, Austria, Greece, Poland, Scotland, Northern Ireland and Belgium,
among others. Increased global action would presumably have an influence on National policy.
As such, food companies in the U.S. should be prepared for possible increases in regulations.

In the meantime, it would seem rational to presume that affected companies will respond to
the emerging trends by reducing or eliminating their dependence on GMO products. A plenary
review of restaurants in the U.S. has revealed that changes are taking place, although the changes

do not appear widespread at this time.

For example, Chipotle is one of the few restaurants that proudly promotes a non-GMO menu
(Jennings, 2015). Other examples include independents such as Amy’s Drive Thru (Smith, 2016)
and smaller chains such as Noodles & Company, which uses non-GMO ingredients to make all
their pasta (Wohl, 2015). These examples suggest that the adoption of a non-GMO policy at U.S.
restaurants has extended to a variety of different sectors within the industry.

But why are restaurants responding differentially? Why do some restaurants proactively take
action while others take a more restrained approach? It may be that some restaurants simply
don’t see a competitive advantage of changing, while others do. It might also be due to the
complexity of their supply chains. For example, a spokesperson for McDonald’s recently stated
that their supply chain system is quite sensitive to change and that “even small changes require a
great deal of planning and consideration” (n.p., as quoted in Weiner-Bronner, 2020). Because of
that, even small adjustments that have been made to the supply chain “have been in development
for several years” (Edmiston, 2019). Hence, any decision to adjust the supply chain requires

careful consideration.
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Restaurants may also be hesitant to make changes because of the perceived risk that any
change might have on performance metrics. One the one hand, there is the risk of not
responding early enough (in the event that consumer preferences and governmental regulations
become dominant before a change can be implemented). On the other hand, by responding early,
restaurants are presuming that there will be increased regulation, increased consumer preference
for non-GMO products, and/or more clear evidence that GMOs are harmful. If these turn out to
be untrue, the restaurant will have unnecessarily allocated resources that might have been better
utilized in another area. Although the debate appears to be trending away from GMOs,

restaurants must nevertheless determine if and when it is best to make changes.

In sum, while there is some evidence that the restaurant industry has responded to the GMO
debate, the reasons for their responses have not been formally examined. Why is it that some
restaurants alter their strategy while others do not? Is it due to the risk of change? Is it the
complexity of the supply chain? The answers to these and related questions can provide
additional insights into the decision processes that restaurants go through when faced with
similar circumstances.

The current study, therefore, is intended to review reasons why some restaurants in the U.S.
have decided to move towards a non-GMO strategy while others have not. The opinions and
behaviors of restaurants are examined in an effort to identify and classify the reasons why
restaurants do what they do with regard to GMO products. In doing so, the results are expected
to be useful in the further development of a conceptual model that categorizes why or why not

restaurants would adopt a non-GMO strategy.

2. THE CURRENT STUDY
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The purpose of this study is to explore the opinions and behaviors of U.S. restaurants with
regard to decisions to adopt (or not-adopt) a GMO policy. The central research question is:
What are U.S. restaurants’ opinions of GMO products, and how are they responding to the
ongoing health safety debate? This question is addressed through a systematic review of
secondary data reported in the popular press literature. The articles will be evaluated for common
themes and then classified along those lines. Preliminary results suggest that the complexity of
the supply chain is a major consideration. The results will contribute to: (1) providing a
foundation for a more systematic review of restaurant GMO policies and (2) facilitating further
refinement of a conceptual model that identifies the major classification of contributing factors
(e.g., perceptions of relative advantage, ease of trial, compatibility) along with their perceived
importance. The model will then be tested through a more in-depth analysis of major restaurant
chains and independents across all sectors of the industry. The model attempts to explain the
reason for differences among the various sectors of the restaurant industry with regard to the
adoption of non-GMO policies. In doing so, the results should further contribute to our overall
understanding of how restaurants adopt to a changing environment. To help ensure efficiency,

the study is restricted to US restaurants opinions and reactions to the GMO debate.

3. RESEARCH METHOD

The research question is addressed first through a Google Internet search of relevant articles
using the following terms: “Genetically Modified Organism”, “GMO”, “Genetically
Engineered”, “Foods”, “Adoption”, and “Restaurant.” A subsequent review of articles identified
through a search in Library databases (e.g., Academic Source Premier) will also be conducted to

ensure that a comprehensive set of relevant articles will be harvested. All seemingly pertinent
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articles that included the above-mentioned terms in either the title or the abstract were
downloaded and reviewed. Given that the aim of this review is to address the GMO dilemma
from the perspective of restaurant owners, the articles chosen for inclusion specifically examine
what restaurants and restaurant owners are saying and doing concerning the issue. Articles that
address consumer perceptions and behaviors, as well as general health drawbacks and benefits
were excluded from this review because they have already been addressed in previous research
and are outside the scope of this study. The majority of information collected was retrieved from
trade and popular press sources because scholarly articles have not addressed restaurant
perceptions of the issue at this time. Considering that this is an exploratory study designed to
gain insights into the perceptions that restaurants have about using GMO products, statistical
testing is not possible. Rather, it is intended to provide information that might be useful in the
future development of the study, including hypothesis development and testing. In essence, the
information provided in the review is expected to help facilitate the development of a more
refined conceptual model capable of empirical testing; having a more complete understanding of
what restaurants are reporting about their views on GMO products is a useful first step in the

research stream.

4. PRELIMINARY RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Currently, the preliminary results suggest that full-scale menu restructure is not widespread
but is growing. For example, McDonald’s has opted to produce their French fries using non-
GMO potatoes (“GMO Foods”, 2015). Additionally, some restaurants are promoting their non-
GMO efforts. Chipotle is perhaps the most notable example. They promote themselves as

wanting to “change the way people think about and eat fast-food...That means cooking with the
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very best ingredients-- ingredients that are free of additives--but still serving food that is
affordable, convenient, and most importantly delicious” (“Chipotle Ditches GMOs”, 2015).
Similarly, a New York small-scale operation, The Little Beet, promotes its restaurant by
providing “a customizable menu of lean meats and fish raised without antibiotics, and GMO-free
vegetarian dishes” (Thorn, 2016). These examples illustrate some of the evidence that has
already been harvested from the literature. As additional articles are harvested, the results will
subsequently be classified and incorporated into the larger research project in order to provide
context and direction for further analysis. While scholarly publications regarding GMO health
impacts are abundant, articles that address restaurant owners’ perceptions of the issue are scant,
thus limiting the majority of useful information to trade publications and popular press literature.
Subsequent studies will use a mixture of these mediums to maintain credibility and capture

multiple perspectives.
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