
Olive oil is hot, hot, hot. 
More than ever before, Americans are interested 
in olive oil and are paying attention to the 
nuances of a product that was once regarded 
as commodity cooking oil. Sadly, a lot of the 
attention is due to reports of scandal in the olive 
oil trade. Why this cloud of suspicion, these 
constant accusations of funny business? The 
DQVZHU�LV�VLPSOH��ROLYH�RLO�KDV�EHHQ�WKH�REMHFW�RI�
fraud because it is a high-value product, and has 
been so for thousands of years; olive oil fraud 
might be the world’s second oldest profession. 
But there is a lot retailers can do to protect 
themselves and their customers, and to make the 
most of this exciting category. 

)DX[�([WUD�9LUJLQV�DQG�2WKHU�&KDOOHQJHV

In the modern marketplace, olive oil swindling 
WDNHV�WZR�SULPDU\�IRUPV��HFRQRPLFDOO\�PRWLYDWHG�
DGXOWHUDWLRQÔXVXDOO\�ZLWK�UHåQHG�ROLYH�RLO�EXW�
DOVR�ZLWK�VHHG�RLOVÔDQG�WKH�PLVODEHOLQJ�RI�ORZHU�
quality products as a higher grade. This has  
DQ�LPPHGLDWH�HIIHFW�RQ�FRQVXPHUV��RI�FRXUVH�� 
they are not getting the product they believe they 
are buying. But it also has a devastating effect 
RQ�WKH�ROLYH�RLO�VHFWRU��LW�VXOOLHV�WKH�FDWHJRU\�
and distorts prices, damaging the market for 
authentic extra virgin olive oil.
    

Mechanical extraction without high heat yields 
a category of natural olive oil designated as 
“virgin.” This is virgin olive oil the way virgin 
ZRRO�LV�YLUJLQ��VWUDLJKW�IURP�WKH�ROLYHÔRU�
WKH�VKHHSÔDQG�QRW�UHSURFHVVHG��:LWKLQ�
virgin olive oils, there are three 
grades. 

1.  Highest grade, Extra Virgin 
grade. This grade has no defects 
RI�æDYRU�DQG�PHHWV�FHUWDLQ�FKHPLFDO�
criteria. 

2.  Next is simply called Virgin; this 
category can be subdivided. Virgin 
JUDGH�KDV�VOLJKW�GHIHFWV�RI�æDYRU��DQG�PHHWV�
lower chemical criteria. 

3.  The lowest grade, which is the result of using 
rotten olives, dirty equipment or the like, is 
called Lampante (or Crude) grade, and it is 
QRW�FRQVLGHUHG�åW�IRU�KXPDQ�FRQVXPSWLRQ�
ZLWKRXW�UHåQLQJ�EHFDXVH�RI�LWV�VWURQJ�GHIHFWV�
RI�æDYRU�DQG�DURPD��

This lowest grade of virgin oil (lampante) goes to 
D�UHåQHU\�ZKHUH�FKHPLFDOV�DQG�KLJK�KHDW�VWULS�LW�
RI�RGRU��æDYRU��FRORU�DQG�PRVW�RI�WKH�VR�FDOOHG�
“minor” components such as polyphenols. The 
UHVXOWLQJ�RLO�UHWDLQV�LWV�EDVLF�JRRG�IDW�VWUXFWXUHÔ

PRVWO\�PRQR�XQVDWXUDWHGÔ
EXW�ODFNV�WKH�æDYRU�
and some of the health 
properties of the natural 
SURGXFW��7KLV�UHåQHG�ROLYH�
oil is then blended with a 
small amount of virgin olive 
oil (less than 10%) and sold 
as Pure Olive Oil, or simply 
Olive Oil. With even less 
virgin olive oil in it, it earns 
the name Extra Light (In 
Flavor).
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Wall of Confusion 
 
Consumers are confused by the olive oil set. 
This is partly the result of this tangled web 
RI�QDPHVÔVLQFH�ZKHQ�LV�D�KLJKO\�UHåQHG�
LQGXVWULDO�SURGXFW�3XUH"�3XULåHG��SHUKDSV��EXW�
QRW�ZKDW�PRVW�SHRSOH�ZRXOG�FDOO�ØSXUHÙÔ
but it is also the fault of the selection itself. 
Shelf after shelf of commodity “Extra Virgin” 
products jockey for position, with “Pure”, 
“Light” and “Extra Light” mixed in. There is 
no differentiation between commodity oils and 
single origin oils, only seemingly erratic price 
differences set them apart. And worst of 
all, a pall of suspicion lingers over 
the category, leading the attentive 
consumer to wonder if the Extra 
Virgin Olive Oil in their hand 
is really extra virgin at all.

Unlocking the Value  
of Extra Virgin
 
High quality, authentically 
labeled olive oil (Extra Virgin) 
will typically sell for a slightly 
too moderately higher price per 
ounce than the typical CPG olive 
oils we all know. However, experience 
has proven that retailers, who curate their 
assortment, eliminate all but Extra Virgin olive 
oils and quality Virgin oils, move the lower 
priced CPG brands to the bottom shelves and 
keep the better, higher priced brands to the 
PLGGOH�RI�WKH�VHW��ZLOO�EHQHåW�IURP�LQFUHDVHG�
sales and margin dollars as well as improve 
consumer satisfaction.

Olive oil shops selling bulk oil are popping up 
all over the country, appealing to US consumers 
who do not trust olive oil sold by grocers. The 
oils are typically sold from a non-airtight fusty 
(stainless steel container) and the producer is 
VHOGRP�LGHQWLåHG��7KH�RLO�WHQGV�WR�VHOO�IRU�D�
higher price per ounce than a good bottle of 
olive oil sold in typical food stores. Even though 
this requires the busy consumer to make a 
separate trip to buy olive oil, the proliferation of 
these shops is an indicator of the strength of the 
category. Grocers can capitalize on this trend by 
learning more about the category and product, 

invoking the help of experts and their key 
contacts at their distributor (KeHE), and 

making tough but appropriate choices 
during the olive oil review. 

Don’t be Less Prepared  
than the Producer

Most retail food chains 
utilize the expertise of a Wine 
Buyer/Sommelier to manage 

assortment, shelf placement and 
competitive pricing. Yet it’s rare to 
åQG�D�FKDLQ�WKDW�HPSOR\V�DQ�ROLYH�RLO�

expert or trained taster even though the 
ROLYH�RLO�FDWHJRU\�LV�DV�FRPSOLFDWHG�DVÔDQG�

VLPLODU�WRÔZLQH��+RZ�LV�D�EX\HU�UHVSRQVLEOH�
for olive oil selection, integrity, assortment 
and shelf management able to make effective 
decisions when faced with presentations by 
well-trained and prepared olive oil sales people? 
.QRZOHGJH�LV�SRZHU��HGXFDWH�\RXUVHOI�LQ�RUGHU�
to ask the right questions.
 

The Power of the Purveyor

American retailers have an opportunity to 
unlock the value of genuine extra virgin olive oil. 
This needs to start with consumer trust in the 
product. Olive oil is a complex category; below 
are some of the things you can do  
as a buyer to assure that you are getting 
authentic extra virgin olive oil. 

• Question prices that are too good to 
be true, because they probably are not. 
Genuine extra virgin olive oil costs more 
to make than ordinary virgin olive oil. Be 
suspicious of very low prices for “extra virgin” 
labeled products. 

• Be sure that you smell, taste and are buying 
current harvest oil. Consider reviewing 
the oil category after the harvest which is 
Fall/Winter (Northern Hemisphere); if you 
currently review in August or September you 
are most likely tasting last year’s oil. If you 
carry oils from both Northern (Europe & US) 
and Southern hemisphere (Australia, Chile, 
Argentina) you will always have new harvest 
oil on your shelves.  

• Ask to see the test results, both chemical 
and sensory analysis. Taken together, the 
results of these tests tell you a lot about the 
RLO�\RX�DUH�FRQVLGHULQJ��WKH�JUDGH��WKH�DJH��
how well it will last. A testing regimen that 
includes DAGs and PPPs, as used by retailers 
LQ�*HUPDQ\�IRU�D�GHFDGH��VSHFLåFDOO\�
addresses the changes in the oil over time.  
A “trust but verify” approach is advisable 
KHUH��WKLUG�SDUW\�WHVWLQJ�RI�WKH�RLO�DW�DQ�
accredited lab will give you invaluable 

information when you  
are buying. 

  

• Learn to taste olive oil. Even though 
becoming an expert taster takes years, 
you can become familiar with the most 
common defects and learn to recognize 
good, fresh olive oil pretty quickly. 

• Read the label on the back of the bottle. 
If a product is not from a single source 
and says something like “Contains extra 
virgin olive oil from: IT=Italy, ES=Spain, 
TN=Tunisia, MA=Morocco, CL=Chile, 
AG=Argentina, PT=Portugal” that is a 
sign it’s a blended commodity oil sourced 
on the bulk market. Premium olive oils 
tend to come from a single estate, region 
or country of origin, clearly stated and 
ZLWKRXW�TXDOLI\LQJ�åQH�SULQW�RQ�WKH�EDFN�
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Visit the KeHE Olive Oil Pavilion,  
Booth #1032. There you can talk to  

VHYHUDO�H[SHUWV�LQ�WKH�åHOG�RI�ROLYH�RLO��DOO� 
from different backgrounds and area of  

expertise. At the pavilion you can taste some  
of KeHE’s best selection  

of premium olive oils  
and pick up a free copy of  

Olive Oil: A Field Guide  
(limited quantities), a tiny book 

packed with information such as 
explanations of the quality and 

authenticity tests as well as lots 
of other reference information. 
Olive oil is an exciting product 

and fascinating to explore. 

Come by the Olive Oil 
Pavilion to taste  

and learn!
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