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Abstract 
Geographical indications (GIs) protect regional specialty foods such as lemons from 
Sorrento and Gouda Holland. While the EU asserts that GIs certify and protect high 
quality regional specialty products, the US sees them as protectionist. This article 
develops a conceptual framework of different quality attributes and analyzes how 
GIs may certify quality on those attributes. Regional origin may count as a quality 
attribute per se, or only indirectly through taste. The conceptual framework is 
illustrated with an exploratory blind tasting of Gouda cheeses. While a majority of 
consumers prefers Gouda North-Holland PDO to generic Gouda, the same is not true 
for Gouda Holland PGI. This suggests that not all GIs guarantee better taste for all 
consumers. The framework and empirics clarify the possibilities and limits for GIs to 
collectively appropriate the brand value of regional foods. 
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Introduction 

The market for lemons (Akerlof, 1970) is a seminal contribution on quality in the second-

hand car market; a lemon is slang for a bad second-hand car. Akerlof showed how, in the 

presence of asymmetric information, adverse selection can drive out high quality goods. 

While individual producers may be able to resolve this problem by building up reputations 

for quality, governments and regulators have often taken additional action. Apart from a 

desire to increase social welfare, rent-seeking and lobbying of interest groups also shape 

government policy in this area (Swinnen and Vandemoortele, 2011). 

Building on existing regulation in some member states, the EU has set up quality schemes 

to protect regional specialty foods such as lemons from Sorrento. Under these schemes 

the EU currently protects over 3000 geographical indications (GIs) for food and wine 

(Huysmans and Swinnen, 2019; Velčovská and Sadílek, 2015). The premise of these GI 

systems is that the origin of a product has a direct influence on the quality of the good: 

the notion of terroir (Barham, 2003). This link may arise due to geographical factors such 

as soil and climate, as well as human factors such as ancestral know-how or savoir-faire. 

Through the protection and certification of GIs, producers and regions home to specialty 

foods can anchor, embed, and durably appropriate their value, sometimes also generating 

tourism and wider regional development (Blancheton and Hlady-Rispal, 2021; Ilbery et 

al., 2005; Murdoch et al., 2000; Parrott et al., 2002; Rangnekar, 2004; Török et al., 2020; 

Tregear et al., 2007; Vandecandelaere et al., 2020). In order to use a protected GI name, 

producers have to be located in the protected region and follow the product specification, 

which specifies the allowed ingredients and production methods. 

The World Trade Organization (WTO) allows for GI protection under Trade-Related Aspects 

of Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPS). It requires that the quality of a GI be “essentially 

attributable to its geographical origin” (WTO, 1994). TRIPS provides strong protection for 

wine and spirit GIs, but much more limited protection for food GIs (Addor and Grazioli, 

2005; Josling, 2006; Raustiala and Munzer, 2007; Vittori, 2010). 

Examples of EU GIs include Gouda Holland, Parma ham, and Champagne. In order to be 

WTO-compliant, the EU has also opened its system to registration by third countries. 

Examples include Darjeeling tea from India (Aggarwal et al., 2014) and Antep Baklava 

from Turkey. Conversely, the EU has successfully obtained external protection for some of 

its GIs through trade agreements with South Korea, Canada, Japan, and others 

(Huysmans, 2020). The level of protection is high: non-GI producers cannot even use the 

name of a GI in combination with “like” or “style” and the true origin (Engelhardt, 2015; 

Hughes, 2006; Prescott et al., 2020). This means that descriptors like “Parma-style ham 

from Germany” are not allowed. 
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The high level of protection for GIs in the EU seems sensible given the increasing 

importance of origin in EU consumer decisions: “the percentage of EU citizens who consider 

the origin of food as an important factor when making purchasing decisions has increased 

from 28% in 1998 to 77% in 2017” (Prescott et al., 2020: 3).  

However, some GIs are controversial even within the EU. In 1999, producers outside of 

Greece of a product similar to Feta challenged the GI, but lost after multiple court cases 

(Evans and Blakeney, 2006; Gangjee, 2007). Within the EU and countries that agreed to 

protect the name, Feta now has to be produced in Greece according to the GI product 

specification. Recently, the Commission has announced it will take Denmark to court for 

exporting “Feta” cheese outside of the EU (Wax, 2019). 

While EU countries generally agree and respect the overall GI system, the US and others 

see them as a protectionist measure. They do not buy into the EU assertion that GIs are 

necessary to certify and protect high quality regional specialty products. Rather than the 

collective regional intellectual property regime for GIs, they believe in private brands and 

trademarks (Barham, 2003). In the context of trade this has led to a transatlantic “war on 

terroir” (Josling, 2006), with the EU’s stance having been described as the “reign of terroir” 

(Watson, 2016). 

The disagreement between the US and the EU on GIs as protectionism versus legitimate 

quality standards has contributed to the stalemate of the Doha round and the Transatlantic 

Trade and Investment Partnership (Mancini et al., 2016; Matthews, 2016). On 15 April 

2019, the EU Council approved a mandate for new trade talks with the US, but agriculture 

and hence GIs will be excluded. 

GIs are a contentious topic in international trade (Beattie, 2019; Hough, 2016; Hughes, 

2006; Rickard et al., 2015; Watson, 2016). They are especially relevant right now in light 

of their importance in the negotiations after Brexit for future EU or UK trade agreements 

with Australia and potentially the US (Huysmans, 2020; Prescott et al., 2020). Historically, 

just like the US, Australia has not been in favor of strong GI protection for agricultural 

products (Van Caenegem et al., 2014).  

This article contributes to the literature by separating out the role of GIs in certifying 

different attributes of quality in economic theory, and illustrating this with an exploratory 

empirical study into Gouda Holland and Gouda North-Holland. In the model, regional origin 

may be a direct quality attribute per se, as well as influence taste through terroir. Based 

on an exploratory blind tasting of Gouda cheeses and consumer research that shows that 

many of the quality attributes regulated by GIs are valued less by new world consumers, 

the article concludes that full EU GI protection on the US market may be unnecessary as 

well as unrealistic. All in all, the framework and empirics presented in this article clarify 
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the potential mechanisms, possibilities and limits for GIs to appropriate the brand value 

of regional foods. 

The link between GIs and regions 

The link between GIs and regions may seem obvious and straightforward. In the EU, there 

are two main GI schemes: Protected Geographical Indications (PGIs) and the stricter 

Protected Designations of Origin (PDOs). For a PGI, only one production step needs to 

happen within the protected region. Figure 1 shows the logos for these labels.  

Figure 1. Product logos for PGIs and PDOs 

 

Take the example of lemons from Sorrento PGI: they have to be grown in an area of 137 

hectares around the Italian city of Sorrento. However, in many cases the link is not quite 

as intuitive. This section lists some examples of the limitations of the GI-origin nexus.1 

First, paradoxically, the production of some GIs is not allowed in the eponymous regions. 

In the cases of Gouda North-Holland and Stilton, the PDO cheeses may not actually be 

produced in the eponymous cities. The city of Gouda is not actually in the Dutch province 

of North-Holland, so Gouda North-Holland PDO may not be produced in Gouda. Historically, 

the name derives from the Gouda cheese market, not from the production area. Similarly, 

Stilton cheese PDO may not be produced in the village of Stilton (Cambridgeshire), which 

is outside of the production zone comprising the counties of Leicestershire, Derbyshire and 

Nottinghamshire (Astley, 2013). 

Two related cases concern the wine Champagne and the cheese Camembert. The 

protection of the relevant GIs is so strong, that some producers in the Swiss village of 

Champagne and the French region of Normandy are no longer allowed to make factually 

correct claims about the origin of their products. Since 1998, Switzerland agreed to ban 

 

1 Unless otherwise indicated, the sources of these observations are the official GI product 
specifications. These can be found via the e-Ambrosia database: https://ec.europa.eu/info/food-

farming-fisheries/food-safety-and-quality/certification/quality-labels/geographical-indications-
register/  

https://ec.europa.eu/info/food-farming-fisheries/food-safety-and-quality/certification/quality-labels/geographical-indications-register/
https://ec.europa.eu/info/food-farming-fisheries/food-safety-and-quality/certification/quality-labels/geographical-indications-register/
https://ec.europa.eu/info/food-farming-fisheries/food-safety-and-quality/certification/quality-labels/geographical-indications-register/
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winemakers in the village of Champagne from using the village’s name on wine bottles 

(Tagliabue, 2008). As of 1 January 2021, French authorities have banned the term 

“fabriqué en Normandie” (made in Normandy) for non-PDO Camembert (Legueltel, 2020). 

This implies that Camembert cheeses that have truly been made in Normandy can no 

longer state this on the package, except if they qualify for PDO status (which requires a.o. 

being made from raw milk and ladled into the mold).  

Second, the exact geographical areas may not actually be constant over time. This may 

limit the sharp identification of GI names with specific regions. The areas of several French 

cheese GIs have been amended significantly: in 2014, the area for Livarot was increased 

by 146%. Other areas were decreased: Roquefort by 90% in 2008, Pont l’Évêque by 62% 

in 2015, Fourme d’Ambert by 58% in 2010, Camembert de Normandie by 52% in 2013. 

A very controversial GI in this respect is Champagne. With land selling for 1 million euros 

inside of the GI area and about 2 thousand euros outside, a proposed expansion has high 

stakes (Stevenson, 2008).  

Third, some GI names have no direct link to a region – although the product specification 

always has to specify the allowed production zone and the link between the area and 

product quality. As trade policy-makers from the US and other GI-skeptic countries like to 

point out, Feta is not a place (Beattie, 2019). The name reportedly comes from the Italian 

“fetta” or “slice” (Donnelly, 2016), and the production zone covers a very large part of the 

Greek territory; all of the mainland plus the island of Lesbos. 

Fourth, the link between the region and the product may be less strict than sometimes 

assumed. In spite of the fact that a PDO normally requires all production steps to take 

place in the PDO area, the meat for Parma ham PDO may come from a number of regions 

adjacent to the province of Parma (Gangjee, 2017: 18). 

Fifth, while the procedure to obtain GI protection (EU Regulation 1151/2012) can be 

described as technical, geo-political factors may in practice also play a role – making the 

road to protection of regional foods as GIs long and winding. A rather clear case is the 

Cypriot cheese Halloumi (Χαλλούμι) or Hellim in Turkish. While an application for PDO 

protection was submitted in 2014 and published in 2015 (see EU Official Journal 2015/C 

246/12), it was only approved in March 2021 (Andreou, 2021). The delay appears driven 

by the division of the island in a Greek-Cypriot and Turkish-Cypriot part (Financial Mirror, 

2020; Fortuna, 2020). The final approval may be related to a Cypriot vote to not ratify the 

CETA trade deal between the EU and Canada over Halloumi (Huysmans, 2020; Moens et 

al., 2020). 

Finally, sometimes producers located within a GI region prefer to use their own production 

methods and private brands instead. The most famous example are likely the so-called 
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Super Tuscan wines in the Italian Chianti region. Examples include the brands Sassicaia 

and Tignanello (Wine Spectator, 2018). Rather than using the collective regional Chianti 

GI, they market their wines under these private brand names. If enough high-quality 

producers prefer to use individual branding, this may undermine the collective brand value 

of a regional GI. 

While this section has highlighted some limitations of the nexus between GIs and regional 

branding, GIs do of course certify origin to at least some extent. Generic Gouda may be 

made anywhere with ingredients from anywhere, but not Gouda Holland PGI or Gouda 

North-Holland PDO. 

The SECPP model of quality 

Economists have always had a difficult relationship with quality. Textbooks teach students 

about homogeneous versus differentiated goods, but little to no space is devoted to the 

definition and measurement of quality. A very basic empirical measure is the so-called unit 

value or price per unit, e.g. per kilo. More advanced empirical measures take both price 

and quantity into account: ceteris paribus, higher prices and higher market shares both 

indicate quality so both need to be taken into account simultaneously (Khandelwal, 2010). 

The standard model of quality in economics of information is the theory of search, 

experience and credence attributes. While search attributes such as the color of food are 

readily apparent (Jahn et al., 2005), experience attributes such as taste only become clear 

upon consumption. In practice, repeat buying may transform the overall taste of a type of 

food from an experience into a search attribute (Desquilbet and Monier-Dilhan, 2015).  

Credence attributes such as pesticide residue cannot be evaluated during normal use 

(Swinnen et al., 2015: 12), and require costly tests for verification. Another example of a 

credence attribute of a food item is its nutritional value: it can be verified in the lab, but 

consumers will not experience it directly.  

Tietzel and Weber (1991) extend this model by introducing Potemkin attributes as 

somewhere in the middle between credence and placebo attributes.2 This leads to the 

SECPP model of search, experience, credence, Potemkin, and Placebo attributes (van 

Noord, 2019).  

 

2 The name comes from the Russian marshal Potemkin, who was charged with developing conquered 

territories in the Crimea in 1780. When Catherine II visited, Potemkin build some villages to fake 
the success of his program. Presumably, Catherine II cared not about the villages per se, but rather 
about the assumed underlying process of development in the region. 
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While placebo attributes are nonexistent, Potemkin attributes are process attributes: real 

but not verifiable in the final product. Potemkin attributes can therefore not be verified 

after purchase (Jahn et al., 2005: 55; Tietzel and Weber, 1991: 116-117). Typical 

examples of Potemkin attributes are fair-trade and climate-neutral. While there is a 

difference between a fair-trade and normal chocolate bar this difference cannot be 

determined from the end product, and audits of the production process are required 

instead (Jahn et al., 2005: 56).  

Figure 2, building on Jahn et al. (2005), gives an overview of the SECPP quality attributes. 

The attributes have been sorted on an axis of increased verification cost. Examples of food 

quality attributes are given in the second row, while the third row illustrates how GIs may 

affect and certify these attributes. The next section provides the underlying details. 

Figure 2. Quality attributes by increasing verification cost 

 Search Experience Credence Potemkin Placebo 

General 

food 

Example 

Color, Smell, Taste Pesticides Fairtrade 
False health 

claims 

Example of 

GI role 

Rules on composition and 

process that affect taste 

Origin per se Sustainability  

Authenticity 

 

EU GIs and SECPP quality attributes 

As discussed, for a PDO all production steps need to take place in the region, while for a 

PGI only one localized production step is required. This sometimes leads to two variants, 

such as Gouda Holland PGI, and Gouda North-Holland PDO. While the former requires 

Dutch milk, there are no restrictions on the origin of the feed. For the latter, the cows 

need to graze in the region of North-Holland. 

In addition to delimiting the exact geographical scope, product specifications may impose 

process requirements and final product characteristics. For instance, Gouda Holland PGI 

has to undergo natural ripening for 4 weeks; cheaper generic Gouda is often foil-ripened 

instead. For Gouda North-Holland PDO, in addition to natural ripening for at least 4 weeks, 

the milk has to be curdled between 31 and 34°C and the final product can have at most 

3.6% salt content in the dry matter.  

In order to obtain a GI, a producer organization has to be set up (Deconinck et al., 2015), 

and producers need to be audited for certification. However, while the link between 
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geographical origin and quality has to be verbally described, there is no requirement for 

blind tasting or other independent verification in order for GI protection to be granted. 

This means that, at least in theory, the product specifications of some GI products may 

not be identifiable in blind tasting. For instance, in order to obtain the PDO, the producers 

of Gouda North-Holland did not have to show through a blind tasting that Gouda cheese 

made from North-Holland milk tastes better than Gouda made from other milk.  

Unfortunately, no systematic empirical research has studied to what extent product 

specifications actually affect taste. Theory predicts that GIs should have minimum quality 

standards in order to be valuable (Winfree and McCluskey, 2005). Some prima facie 

elements discussed below also suggest that some product requirements may indeed result 

in higher gustatory quality. The sections following this overview of prima facie elements 

will provide a basic economic model of quality attributes and the results of a small 

exploratory blind tasting of Gouda Holland PGI and Gouda North-Holland PDO. 

Prima facia, some GI requirements seem very likely to affect taste. For instance, 

Mozzarella di Bufala Campana PDO can only be made using buffalo milk. Since this is on 

the ingredient list, it can be considered a search attribute. When consumers are less aware 

of how composition links to taste, it remains an experience attribute. For instance, PDO 

Feta has to contain at least 70% sheep milk and at most 30% goat milk. Since most 

consumers do not know this but the requirement probably does affect the taste, this is 

arguably an experience attribute. GI certification can be beneficial to consumers by 

collapsing this experience attribute into a search attribute: by looking for the GI logo, 

consumers can look for products with a taste they like – without needing to know what 

causes this taste. 

Some other GI product requirements are more likely credence attributes. For instance, the 

curd temperature of Mozzarella di Bufala Campana has to be between 33 and 39°C. Since 

the maximum temperature used to be 36°C before it was officially changed in 2008 (see 

EC regulation 103/2008), one can infer that a deviation from this narrow temperature 

band will not be detectable by tasting, even if lab analyses might be able to detect it. 

While one can debate whether a given product requirement affects the taste or not, most 

authors consider geographical origin per se to be a credence attribute (Desquilbet and 

Monier-Dilhan, 2015; Li et al., 2017). Indeed, given that modern science can allow the 

determination of geographical origin from the end product, it is not in general a Potemkin 

attribute. However, while all GIs have clear rules on the origin of raw materials, the rules 

may be more flexible than consumers think. For instance, as pointed out earlier the pork 

for Parma ham PDO may originate from a list of regions adjacent to the province of Parma. 
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A related concept to origin per se is authenticity. However, the concept of authenticity 

seems so flexible that it may range from a credence to a placebo attribute. Concerning the 

product requirements, Gangjee (2017: 19) notes: “tradition and heritage are malleable 

resources, being actively reconstructed during the drafting process”. For instance, larger 

firms involved in drafting the product specification may seek to allow more industrial 

methods of production or a larger geographical production area.  

Finally, some GIs also regulate Potemkin or process attributes. For instance, GIs may 

protect rural livelihoods and ecosystems. Consumers may wish to support local production 

(Chilla et al., 2020; Teuber, 2011). Jobs related to GIs cannot be delocalized, and farmers 

whose production depends on conserving local ecosystems will produce more sustainably 

(Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, 2019). However, as a process 

attribute this is not verifiable in the end product, and production audits are required. 

Another, more concrete example of a Potemkin attribute is that Parmigiano Reggiano PDO 

cheese can only be sliced and packaged in the region. Since the place of packaging cannot 

be reliably determined from the end product, this is clearly a Potemkin attribute. Of course, 

this rule may also help in preventing fraud. Clearly, GIs need to be enforced in order to 

be informative and valuable (Marie-Vivien and Biénabe, 2017; Zhao et al., 2014). 

To summarize, at the very minimum GIs certify origin per se, a credence attribute. The 

product requirements in most cases are likely to also affect taste, which is a search or 

experience attribute. In addition, they may guarantee the authenticity of a product, 

although this is a malleable concept. 

For those consumers who care about attributes such as origin and authenticity, a GI label 

can help them easily find the product they want. The label transforms these attributes into 

a search attribute. A consumer who buys a certified Camembert de Normandie PDO knows 

better what to expect then if she buys a generic Camembert. Herein lies the value of a GI: 

if the system functions properly, it informs the customer of product quality attributes she 

cares about, before making a purchase. The next sections provide a simple economic 

model and some evidence on the empirical role of these attributes. 

Consumers’ quality equation 

This section sets up a stylized economic model to capture consumers’ quality equations. 

Assume quality 𝑞 has three main components: taste 𝑡, origin per se 𝑜, and authenticity 𝑎. 

This can be written as 𝑞 = 𝑓(𝑞𝑡 , 𝑞𝑜, 𝑞𝑎). The simplest example would be a linear quality 

equation with parameters 𝜃𝑖, summing to 1, giving the importance to the consumer of 

dimension 𝑖: 

𝑞 = 𝜃𝑡𝑞𝑡 + 𝜃𝑜𝑞𝑜 + 𝜃𝑎𝑞𝑎     (1) 
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Now assume that taste is determined by origin 𝑜 and production method 𝑝: 𝑞𝑡 = 𝑔(𝑞𝑜, 𝑞𝑝). 

The simplest example would again be a linear function: 

𝑞𝑡 = 𝑔(𝑞𝑜 , 𝑞𝑝) = 𝛼𝑞𝑜 + (1 − 𝛼)𝑞𝑝     (2) 

Where 𝛼 ∈ [0,1[ captures the importance of origin vis-à-vis production methods. It seems 

natural to assume that 0 ≤ 𝛼 < 1 because production methods should play at least some 

role in taste. If terroir or origin plays no role in taste, 𝛼 = 0. Combining (1) and (2), we 

obtain 

𝑞 = (𝛼𝜃𝑡 + 𝜃𝑜)𝑞𝑜 + (1 − 𝛼)𝜃𝑡𝑞𝑝 + 𝜃𝑎𝑞𝑎     (3) 

Disregarding prices, a consumer will prefer the GI product over a generic product if  

(𝛼𝜃𝑡 + 𝜃𝑜)(𝑞𝑜
𝐺𝐼 − 𝑞𝑜

𝐺𝑒𝑛) + (1 − 𝛼)𝜃𝑡(𝑞𝑝
𝐺𝐼 − 𝑞𝑝

𝐺𝑒𝑛) + 𝜃𝑎(𝑞𝑎
𝐺𝐼 − 𝑞𝑎

𝐺𝑒𝑛) > 0  (4) 

Equation (4) neatly summarizes the importance of consumers’ quality equations and of 

empirical parameters linking GIs to quality. As argued above, on the whole GIs always 

certify origin, so one can assume 𝑞𝑜
𝐺𝐼 > 𝑞𝑜

𝐺𝑒𝑛. They may also certify taste – through a 

combination of origin and production methods – and authenticity. 

If consumers only care about taste, origin per se and authenticity have no role in their 

quality equation: 𝜃𝑜 = 𝜃𝑎 = 0 and 𝜃𝑡 = 1. For such consumers (4) reduces to 𝛼(𝑞𝑜
𝐺𝐼 − 𝑞𝑜

𝐺𝑒𝑛) +

(1 − 𝛼)(𝑞𝑝
𝐺𝐼 − 𝑞𝑝

𝐺𝑒𝑛) > 0. For them, GIs are only informative if they actually affect taste – 

either because there is a direct effect of terroir (𝛼 > 0 and using 𝑞𝑜
𝐺𝐼 > 𝑞𝑜

𝐺𝑒𝑛)  or because the 

GI product specification ensures superior production methods (𝑞𝑝
𝐺𝐼 > 𝑞𝑝

𝐺𝑒𝑛). The next section 

provides some exploratory evidence for the case of Gouda cheese. 

Do GI product specifications affect taste? 

If one defines quality narrowly as taste, then it becomes an experience attribute. 

Consumers and policymakers with such a narrow perception of quality will only care about 

GI labels to the extent that GI products taste differently. Hence a policy-relevant question 

is whether GIs certify quality in this narrow sense. This section reports the results of an 

exploratory blind tasting of generic Gouda, Gouda Holland PGI, and Gouda North Holland 

PDO. The results suggest that the product specifications of only some GIs affect taste. 

The blind tasting was conducted in October 2019 in the Netherlands. The main sample of 

relevance consisted of N=82 adults, although 147 children also participated. Participants 

were told that they would be tasting different Gouda cheeses. Each participant was given 

two different slices of about 10g of cheese, selected randomly and in random order among 

a generic Gouda, Gouda Holland PGI, and Gouda North-Holland PDO. The tasting was 

blind: participants did not know which cheeses they were tasting. This removes origin per 
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se and authenticity from the equation, to make sure the participants would only focus on 

taste.3 This resulted in six potential treatments, e.g. first the PGI and then the generic 

Gouda, or first the generic and then the PDO. 

The Gouda cheeses were bought at a large supermarket chain. For each type, the cheapest 

per kilo was selected. This implied that they were all young cheeses, i.e. not required to 

be matured longer than 4 weeks for the GI cheeses. The prices (undisclosed to 

participants) were €7.5/kg for the generic, €9.5 for the PGI, and €14.0 for the PDO.  

If one measures quality empirically through unit values, the PDO clearly has a higher price 

per kilo and hence higher quality than the PGI, which in turn has a higher price per kilo 

and hence quality than the generic Gouda. However, arguably one needs to correct for 

market shares (Khandelwal, 2010). Only with identical market shares would higher unit 

values unambiguously show higher quality. Unfortunately, no public information is 

available on the volumes sold of the PDO and the PGI, though they are clearly much lower 

than the volume of generic Gouda sold even on the Dutch market. 

Participants in the experiment could see, smell, and taste the cheese. The tasting was 

blind in the sense that participants did not know which cheese they were tasting, not in 

the sense that they could not see it. After tasting, consumers were asked by an enumerator 

which cheese they preferred. In order to keep the execution of this exploratory study 

simple, it was single blind: enumerators knew which cheeses participants had sampled, 

and noted the results. 

Figure 3 summarizes the results in a graph. The biggest difference was between the 

generic and the PDO: 73% of participants who tasted these preferred the PDO. The PDO 

was also preferred to the PGI by 66% of participants who tasted those two. However, 

there was virtually no difference in preferences between the PGI and the generic. In fact, 

52% of those having tasted the generic and the PGI preferred the generic. 

The results of this exploratory study are mixed: while consumers clearly prefer Gouda 

North-Holland PDO in a blind tasting, the same cannot be said of Gouda Holland PGI. Based 

on the cheeses in this experiment, it seems the product requirements for this specific PGI 

do not guarantee a better taste in a blind tasting, while the product requirements for this 

specific PDO do. These findings comport well with a meta-analysis of GI price premiums, 

finding large heterogeneity across GIs (Leufkens, 2018). 

 

3 While it would have been interesting to test the role of origin per se and authenticity as well, a 

non-blind tasting would run the risk of biases, i.e. consumers answering the GI cheese was better 
because they assume this is the desired answer. 
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Figure 3. Results from exploratory blind tasting of Gouda cheeses 

 

Of course, this is only a small exploratory study, and research with larger samples of 

cheeses and participants is necessary. In reaction to the results, a Dutch industry group 

shared a study they had commissioned. That study had a sample of N=200 German 

consumers and compared a generic Gouda with a Gouda Holland PGI bought on the 

German market, and found that consumers rated the taste of the Gouda PGI significantly 

better than the generic Gouda. However, this particular study used a young matured 

Gouda PGI, which has to be matured for 8 weeks instead of the 4 weeks required to get 

the PGI label. In contrast, the generic Gouda was a young Gouda. 

The findings of the exploratory blind tasting are in line with a recent EU-commissioned 

study finding low consumer association between the PGI and PDO schemes and taste. Less 

than 10% of 1,116 reported respondents perceived the PGI and PDO schemes as 

associated with a “tasty product” (AND-International et al., 2020: 76). In contrast, over 

half of respondents associated them with “guarantees on the area of production” (Ibid.). 

Concluding this section, it appears that while the product specifications of some GIs clearly 

affect taste, those of others do not. Hence consumers and policymakers whose quality 

equation is limited to search and experience attributes will not generally find that GIs 

certify quality in that narrow sense. 

The valuation of quality attributes by consumers 

While GI products tend to have higher prices, sales, and exports (Agostino and Trivieri, 

2014; AND-International, 2019; Chever et al., 2012; Curzi and Olper, 2012; Huysmans 

and Curzi, 2020; Loureiro and McCluskey, 2000; Raimondi et al., 2020; Sorgho and Larue, 



14 

2014; Vandecandelaere et al., 2020), not much literature exists on which actual or 

perceived quality attributes of GIs drive this. A study that has looked into Hessian apple 

wine finds that the willingness to pay for this GI comes more from a willingness to support 

local producers – arguably a credence or Potemkin attribute – rather than from 

considerations of gustatory quality (Teuber, 2011). However, other studies have found 

that the strongest driver of using GI labels in shopping decisions is that they signal better 

quality (Verbeke et al., 2012: 225). 

As the previous sections have shown, GI product specifications may impact all types of 

quality attributes. However, in practice, some GIs may regulate mostly credence and 

Potemkin attributes, which have high verification and certification costs. Proponents of GIs 

sometimes use this fact to justify government GI schemes as necessary to help small 

traditional high-quality producers who cannot bear the costs. However, detractors may 

wonder to what extent these attributes are the ones most consumers care about. 

In a meta-study, Moser et al. (2011) find that origin was a significant driver of consumer 

choice in only one out of 8 studies. When differentiating between European and new world 

consumers, origin is even less relevant for new world consumers (Moser et al., 2011: 130; 

Prescott et al., 2020: 7). This is likely to be part of the explanation why GIs are more 

popular in Europe than elsewhere: the one quality attribute that all GIs regulate is 

geographical origin per se, which is not valued equally by new world consumers. 

If most US consumers simply do not value credence and Potemkin attributes such as origin 

and authenticity, the EU may need to face this reality in trade negotiations with the US. 

In particular, in order to forbid the unqualified use of its GI names in the US, the EU might 

consider accepting the use of GI names combined with their true origin. Of course, such a 

strategy has risks. It will likely make stronger protection harder – in future deals with the 

US but also with third countries. 

Conclusion 

This article shows how the SECPP model of quality can be used to evaluate the European 

GI quality schemes for PGIs and PDOs. The SECPP model adds Potemkin and placebo 

attributes to the standard model of search, experience, and credence attributes of quality. 

The main requirement for EU GIs is a specific geographical origin, which is a credence 

attribute. The link between origin and GIs is not always as straightforward as one may 

assume. For instance, Stilton cheese cannot be made in the village of Stilton, the pigs for 

Parma ham may come from outside the Parma province, and Feta is not a region. Yet 

overall, GIs do certify a certain regional origin.  
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While the GI product specification may impose rules that affect composition and taste – 

search and experience attributes – this is not independently verified by blind tasting or 

otherwise. A small exploratory blind tasting showed that while a majority of consumers 

prefers Gouda North-Holland PDO to generic Gouda, the same is not true for Gouda Holland 

PGI.  

In addition to origin, product specifications may affect other credence and Potemkin 

attributes, such as whether it was produced in a sustainable way and where the good was 

packaged. Finally, there may also be placebo attributes involved, such as when industrially 

produced products are perceived as authentic and traditional just because they are GI 

certified. 

Not all consumers value credence and Potemkin attributes. Hence for some consumers 

geographical origin per se can have a weight in their quality equation while for others it 

does not. The European GI schemes can only guarantee higher quality for consumers who 

indeed value the guaranteed origin and product specification of a GI. For other consumers 

GIs may do more harm than good. By prohibiting the use of GI names, even accompanied 

by “like” or “style” and their true geographical origin, search costs are increased rather 

than lowered for such consumers.  

Research indicates that new world consumers tend to care less about origin. Hence full EU 

GI protection on the US market may be unnecessary as well as unrealistic. In order to 

forbid the unqualified use of its GI names in the US, the EU might consider accepting the 

use of GI names combined with their true origin. Such a softer stance may also help the 

UK in concluding trade deals with both the EU and the US (Prescott et al., 2020). 

In conclusion, by separating out the different quality attributes that EU GIs may affect, we 

hope to have clarified the possibilities and limits for GIs to appropriate the brand value of 

regional specialty foods. In addition, the SECPP framework provides some common ground 

for a more nuanced transatlantic debate on GIs, regional origin and quality. Future 

empirical research could investigate in more detail how specific GIs affect the different 

SECPP quality attributes. 
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