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The development and introduction of nutritionally enhanced margarines in the mid 1990s offered the opportunity to improve public health through a cholesterol-lowering food product. Product approval in the United States followed that in Europe. The public approval and market acceptance of the nutritionally enhanced product illustrate the challenges faced by offering improved health attributes through food product innovation. The product Benecol received public endorsement and was relatively quickly accepted by Finnish consumers. Public approval was slower in the US. Our study traces consumer acceptance and choice of the nutritionally enhanced margarine products in the US market. 

We use the hedonic method to estimate consumer values of various attributes of the products applied to data from the A.C. Nielsen 1999 HomeScan retail scanner data panel available for the year 1999, the year of Benecol/Take Control product introduction. Consumer implicit values (i.e. hedonic prices) of attributes are estimated by a regression, which expresses the price of a product as a function of the coefficients associated with each characteristic. Finally, we estimate a probit model on the choice of the health promoting product attribute, using the estimated hedonic prices of attributes.

Both Finland and the United States face large public health costs associated with cardiovascular disease. Although the two countries have had different public policies and acceptance and attitudes toward food product innovation and functional foods differ, the experience with cholesterol-lowering spreads in both markets indicates some consumer willingness to pay significantly more for the nutrition-enhanced margarine products in both countries. Older adults in both countries, the prime health risk category in the population, are more likely to purchase the products. Our results based on U.S. market data found the value of cholesterol-lowering Benecol/Take Control to be 135% higher than regular margarine. Other determinants for the choice of a healthy margarine characteristic were higher income and education. 
Over 7% of U.S. households purchased the cholesterol-lowering margarine product in the first year, though analysis of the household purchases show that most U.S. households consume a mix of products including purchases of both butter and diet spreads.  This finding suggests that consumers chose a mix of products to meet their preferences for table spreads. In comparison, nearly 5% of all individuals 35 years and older in Finland chose the plant stanol ester margarine products as their primary bread spread two or three years after the product introduction. The evidence presented here would indicate that consumers’ willingness to accept functional foods and new technologies may differ across countries, but in both countries, consumers are willing to purchase and interested in food products designed to be health promoting. Market evidence indicates that some consumers, though perhaps only a small share, are willing to pay a significant price premium for the cholesterol-lowering margarine products. The challenge for public policies is to frame a regulatory and review system that is flexible enough to protect consumers from product risk and fraud, yet support new technologies and consumer interest in choice for technologies that offer health promoting attributes in food products. In sum, U.S. consumers of Benecol place a relatively high value on the cholesterol-lowering attribute. 

