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Consumer perceptions and reactions concerningAI

Muriel Figuié, CIRAD

Introduction

The highly pathogenic Avian Influenza (AI) virus, H5N l, was first reported in Viet Nam in late 2003.
Although there is no scientific evidence for food-bome transmission, consumers' poultry demand has
been deeply affected, contributing to domestic market shocks. The purpose of this presentation is to
document Vietnamese consumers' perceptions ofand reactions towards AI. The information presented
here was collected from different consumers surveys (Foumier 2005, Figuié et al 2006) conducted
from 2004 to 2006 (see figure 1) and presented in detail in table 1.

Figure 1. Time of consumer surveys
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Table 1. Characteristics of the consumer surveys

Taol
1

Samplesize Sample charaClerislics Il Dale and inslillliiono

Quantitative survey 214 people People in charge of cooking and shopping for their households in July 2004
(SI) Hanoi (CIRAD-AJC)

Focus group 5 groups of (1) People who no longer consume avian products; (2) people who July 2005
discussions 6-7 pcople have never stopped eating pouItry; (3) "rich" consumers; (4) "poor" , (CI RAD-Toulouse
(S2) consumers; (5) young and old consumers. University)

1 In-depth intcrviews 22 people
1

People in charge of cooking and shopping for their households May"June 2005
with consumers (mainly women between the age of 22 and 60). See Foumier (2005) (CIRAD-Toulouse
(S3) University)

Quanti tative SUl'Vey 600 people
1

Mainly womcn (1) 300 in Ha Tay province, in the Red River Delta May 2006
(S4) (rural respondents) (2) 300 in Hanoi (urban respondents) (FAO, CIRAD, AJC)

1
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Background

VietNam is a poor country (ranking 1171h in terrns ofGDP pel' capita) which has experienced significant
socio-economic improvements over the past two decades, especially in urban areas. Food poverty fell
considerably from 24.8 % in 1998 to 9.9 % in 2002 (3.9% in urban areas) (GSO, 2004). Consumers'
diets are becoming more balanced and more diversified: meat consumption increascd from 18.9
kg/cap/year in 1995 to 28.6 kg/cap/year in 2002 and chicken represents 18% of this amount (2.4
kg/cap/year in 1995 and 5.4 kg/cap/year in 2002 according to the Food Balance Sheets, FAO). AI has,
then, affected a growing market.

Poultry is notjust a foodstuff; it also has a symbolic function, being used for festive meals, in particular
during the Lunar New Year festivals. Eggs are also commonly consumed (2.6 kg/cap/year) at any time
ofday and in many different forms (including fried eggs, embryo, preserved eggs, etc.).

Referring to the concept of the "edible order" (Fischler 1990), and as shown in table 2, wc can see that
ail poultry products are considered edible (including the intestines, blood, etc.) (Fournier, 2005).

Table 2. The "edible order" regarding avi,an products in Viet Nam (53, Fournier 2005)

Farm ]//{{uClria{ Duek AIuseo)')' duck al/d Pigeal/lIl/d Sma{{ hints
1

chicken chicken goose quai{ 1

Carcass cuts (breas!, leg, X X X X X X
drumstick. wings, ... )

Head X X X X X x
,

.

Foot X X X X X X

Intestine X X X

Liver X X X

Heart X X X

Gizzard X X X
1

Bones X X X X
1

Eggs X X X X X

Embr~o X

Preserved eggs X

1
1

Blood X X
1

X
1

Tongue X X X X

The AI crisis has had a profound impact on the poultry market. In Hanoi for example, since the
beginning ofthe crisis, poultry sales have twice been completely prohibited in Hanoi: in Febrllary 2004
and in November-December 2005, periods during which Hanoi province was officially declared to be
infected with AI. Since November 2005, breeding, selling and transporting live pOliltry have been
forbidden in Hanoi and in other urban areas.

Price fluctuations have been quite significant, with periods ofconsumer "disillllsionment" and periods
ofhigh demand, as witnessed during the Lunar New Year Festivals. The price of one kilo of industrial
chicken sold on the Hanoi open-air market was 38,000 VND (2.1 euros) before the crisis (December
2003),60,000 VND (3.3 euros) during the third outbreak (January 2005) and about 40-55,000 VND
(less than 3.0 euros) in the last quarter of2005.
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AI has also affected the prices of poultry substitutes and, according to the Vietnamese MinistJy of
Finance, is officially considered to be partly responsible for the increase in the consumer price index
over the past two years (8.4% in 2005).

Main Results

A large proportion ofVietnamese consumers seeAJas a Iàod-related risk

For a large proportion ofconsumers, AI is seen as a food-related risk.lndeed, in 2004 (see table 3):

./ 97% of the respondents believed that AI can be transmiUed to humans through contact with sick
animais.

./ 45% believed thatAI might be a food-related risk

./ and 30% believed that contamination from human to human is possible.

Table 3. Avian influenza (AI) transmission to humans according to Hanoi consumers (Hanoi, July

2004, n=2!14, SI)

Number (and %) ofrespondellls Yes (%) No (%) Do 1101 kllolV (%) Total
allswer

Transmittcd from human to human 65 (30.5) 116 (54.5) 32 (J 5) 213

Transmitted by eating poultry 98 (46) 105 (49.3) 10 (4.7) 213

Transmitted by eating eggs 90 (42.3) 112 (52.6) Il (5.1) 213

Transmitted by contact with sick Animal 206 (96.7) 3 (1.4) 4 (1.9) 213

Question: ln your opinion, how can avian influenza he transmitted to people!

This is confirmed by an assessment of the impact of the different recommendations issued during the
information and education campaign carried out in 2006 (Figuié and al 2006): the two following
recommendations: "cook poultry meat thoroughly" and "do not eat blood pudding" displayed the
highest level ofagreement from the population (98% totally agree with these recommcndations).

However, the qualitative survey conducted in 2005 also shows that, although consumers \Vere
particularly afraid ofpossible contamination from unsafe poulay consumption at the beginning of the
crisis, in 2005 they were also aware that contamination can occur when slaughtering or even handling
unsafe carcasses, resulting in a fear ofpreparing and cooking poultry (Fournier 2005).

AIis seen as a risk that people can deal with

Nevertheless, consumers do not feel powerless with regard to AI. On the contrary AI is seen as a risk
that people can deal with. In 2006, 56% of the 600 interviewees felt that they couId protect themselves
completely fromAI, and nearly 30% felt capable ofprotecting themselves to sorne extent (see table4).
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Table 4. Perceived personal control over AI (May 2006, n=600, S4)

Total (% in Hanoi and Ha Tay)

No nccd' for protection because there is no risk 3.7%

No, 1cannot do anything 1.3%

No, there is little that ] can do 8.3%

Yes, 1ean control il to some extenl 29.7%

Yeso 1can proteet myseJ,f eompletely 56.0%

Do not know, no answer 1.0%

Total (n) 600

They claim they can protect thcmselves by means of their method of selecting and preparing poultry
(table 5). Even in 2004, respondents felt quite capable of choosing safe poultry. Indeed, a large
propOJ1ion ofthem (40%) claimed that they were able to identify a live animal infected with AI (table
5), although this figure feU to only 17% for an animal that had already been slaughtered. This might
explain why consumers tended to continue buying live animaIs rather than slaughtcred ones in the
absence ofreliable quality signs, veterinary stamps or other safety guarantees.

Table 5. Coosumers' assessment of their own ability to identify poultry infected with Avian Influenza

(Hanoi, July 2004, n= 213, SI)

Number (and %) of rcspondents Certainly (%) Not sure (%) Cannot (%) No answer (%)

1 cao identify an infectcd live 91 (42.7) 70 (32.9) 51 (23,9) 1 (0.5)
animal ,

1 can identify an infected slaughtcFcd 37 (17.4) 56 (26.3) J 18 (55.4) 2 (0.9)

animal

Question.' Do you thùzk that you can identifj; /ive/slaughtered poultry injecred with Avian Influenza?

AI has had a significant impact on POUltlY cOl1sumption

The impact ofAvian Influenza on poultry consumption can be assessed by means of3 indicators: the
number of poultry consumers, the frequency of poultry consumption and the quantity of poultry
foodstuffconsumed.

Hanoi consumers reacted very quickly and strongly to the epizootic. 74% of them stopped eating
poultry before sales were prohibited in February 2004 and 90% of them declared that they did so
because oftheir fear ofAI.lndeed, according to poultry traders, 1110St traders had to stop selling poultry
in January 2004 because offalling demand, before being forma Il y obliged to do so by the authorities.
However, in July 2004, only 6.5% no longer ate poultry. Most of the others began to eat poultry again
after April 2004, but 62% no longer ate the same quantity as they did before the epizootic. The survey
conducted in May 2006 (S4) shows the same percentage ofpeople who used to consume poultry before
the crisis and who do not anymore.

This trend is in line with typkal reactions to food scares and with the consumer behaviour pattern
described by Beardsworth and Keil(1997):

(1) an initial equi!ibriul11 state in which thepublic is largely unaware ofor unconcerned by the potential
riskfactor; (2) initial information and sensitization ofthe public concerning the potentia! new risk; (3)
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an increasing interest in public debate and the media with regard to this new potential risk and
increasingpublic concern; (4)first public response, with consumers generally avoiding thefoodstuf(in
question (sometimes disproportionately to the actual risk); and (5) fading public concern creating a
new equilibrium state characterized by chronic low-level an,'âety, which may give rise to a resurgence
ofthe issue at a later date.

We are currently in the last phase, characterized by a chronic, low-Ievel ofanxiety. The impact ofAI in
terms of the number of consumers is quite limited. If, however, there were more human deaths or
further convincing evidence ofcontamination through eating food were to come to light, the number of
non-consumers would probably increase quickly.

The impact of AI on pouhry consumption is more visible in temlS of the frequency of consumption
(figure 2) and ofthe quantity consumed.

Whereas around 60% of the population used to consume poultry several times a week in 2003, the
highest percentage in 2006 corresponded to consumption afew times a month.

The impact is even more marked with regard to the quantity consumed. In 2006, more than haIfof the
rural respondents (Ha Tay) declared that they consume the same quant.ity ofpoultry as they did before
the crisis (in 2003), whereas this figure falls to only 13% in Hanoi. Some rural COllsumers have even
increased their consumption because they are experiencing difficulties in marketing their own produce
(table 6).

On average, this results in a decrease ofnearly 50% in Hanoi and 20% in rural areas.

Figure 2. Frequency ofpoultry consumption in Hanoi in 2003 and 2006 (Hanoi, N=300, S4)
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Table 6. Frequency ofpoultry consumption (May 2006, in Hanoi and Ha Tay province, n=600, S4)

% o/respondel/ts Hanoi Ha Tay
1

Talai sample
(consllmptiOI/ in May 2006 cOlllpared ta 2003) (n= 298) (1/= 297) (n= 595)

No change 13.1% S2.9% 32.9%

Decrcase aroulld 20% IS.I% 10.8% 12.9%

around SO% 34.2% 1S.S% 24.9%
,

around 70% 28.S% 9.8% 19.2%

100% 8.4% 4.4% 6.4%

lncrease 0.7% 6.7% 3.7%

Average decrease in quantity (ail sample) -53% -21% -35%

lfwe consider Hanoi consumers to be representative of the urban population and Ha Tay consumers to
be typical of the rural population, the global decrease in volume for the entire country would be nearly
one third (74% ofthe Vietnamese population lives in rural areas and 26% in urban areas).

ln tenns of AI, blood, internaI organs, liver and intestines are considered to be the most dangerous
poultry products. The consumption of blood pudding decreased by 35% between 2003 and 2006
(Figuié 2006). Industrial chickens are also considered less safe (and less tasty) than poultry from small
fam1s, asAI is associated with industrial breeding.

The products cited by consumers (S4) as being less dangerous include poultry from known farmers or
relatives, backyard poultry and eggs.

Surprisingly, ducks are considered by sorne to be one of the most dangerous foodstuffs regarding Al,
although other consumers view them as being one of the least dangerous

Methods of cooking poultry have also changed: a quarter of the consumers (S4) said they had ch:mged
since the outbreak of the epizootic from under-cooked chicken (tender and with a better taste), to well
cooked meat in order to avoid Al.

Substitution products

Stopping or reducing the consumption of avian products has led to substitution (table 7), mainly by
pork, aquatic products and soya.

Table 7. Substitutes for avian products (Hanoi, July 2004, n=213, SI)

Number and % of respondents (n=21 3) Yes (%)

, Substitution with any product 207 (97.2)

pork 182 (8S.4)

beef 108 (SO.7)

aquatic products 160 (7S.1)

soya 161 (7S.6)

others 1S(7.0)

Question: If .l'ou reduced or stopped cOllsumption o/poulll)' al al/Y lime. did .l'ou replace il with any olher

product; ifsa, which ones? (mal/Y answers were possible)
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Purchasing practices

The impact on purchases of live and slaughtered poultry can be seen not only in terms of products
consumed, but also in the poultry purchasing practices.

In order to select good poultry, Vietnamese consumers would traditionally select a live animal by
handling it, weighing it and touching the feathers; they feel capable of identifying a sick animal from
the appearance ofits comb, eyes, etc., no matter what the disease. However, as a consequence ofAI, it is
now fOl'bidden to selllive poultry in cities and urban centres. For consumers, however, it has become
even more important to see the live animal in order to ensure that it is not sick. This might expiain why
the share of people buying live poultry in Hanoi ,in 2006 has decreased in relation to 2003 (from 70% to
34%), but is still significant despite the ban (see figure 3). Moreover, as handling pouHry is 110W

considered to be a dangerous practice, proportionally more consumers than before ask traders to
prepare the poultry for them (killing, cutting, etc.) in order to avoid touching the aI1'Îmal or ils carcass.

Figure 3. Impact of AI on poultry slaughtering (2006 compared to 2003, S4)
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We observe. then, a decrease in both the sale of live poultry and in slaughtering poultry at home,
although the practices have not ceased altogether. To buy slaughtered poultry, consumers have to
trust quality signs because they cannotjudge for themselves the safety of the product (it is more
difficult than with a live animal). They also have to trust the food chain, although our observations
at the open-air market in Hanoi indicate that the cold chain is not yet reliable.

Buying at a 'upennarket is also considered by consumers as a way ofpurchasing safe pouhry. Indeed a
very large proportion of consumers consider poultry sold in supermarkets to be safe, although they
admit that supermarkets mainly sell industrial poultry which they consider more likely to be affected by
AI and which they find much less tasty than backyard poultry (see above). And survey 4 showed that
more consumers are buying poultry products in supermarkets in 2006 than before: in 2006, in Hanoi,
43% of the respondents purchase poultry or eggs in a supermarket at least once a month, compared to
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16% in 2003.

There is a degree ofover-confidence in the safety ofproducts sold in supetmarkets which also exists for
other produets sueh as vegetables (Mayer, 2006). However, no objective data is eurrently available to
confirm a possible difference in the quality of the products sold on markets and in supennarkets. At
present, supermarkets represent a small share of the Vietnamese food market (5% of the urban food
market, Figuié et al in Moustier 2005): in Hanoi ooly rieh consumers ean afford to put'chase food in
supermarkets due to high priees and Jaek ofproximity, although the situation is quite different in Ho Chi
Minh City. Industrial cbickens sold in supermarkets are 10,000 VND/kg more expel1sive than the same
kind ofchicken sold at an open air market.

Another alternative is to purchase backyard poultry ofknown origin. This is not only considered to be
just as safe but also more tasty. In this way, consumers purchase poultry from known farmers or from
their own village, possibly from their own family or their family's neighbours. Developing a close
relationship with a regular retailer is another option.

Conclusion

Consllmers' fears of poultry products at peak crisis times may have contribllted to limitiog pOllltry
markets, and consequently the transport of poultry, more than the implementation of regulations and
government controls. Althollgh their reaction has been excessive, it has to sorne extent contribllted to
controUingAl.

\Vith a view to lessening market shocks in the wake of the crisis while maintaining the priority of
consumer safety, some recommendations ean be formulated:

y' Risk communication shollid not over-emphasizeAJ as a food-related risk.

y' In the short term, as numerous live birds are still slaughtered in Hanoi market places, facilities
should be provided for safe slaughter.

y' Shifting from the sale oflive poultry to the sale ofslaughtered poultry in urban markets is one ofthe
main objectives ofAI risk managers. Nevertheless, this shift cannot be achicvcd simply by banning live
pOll\try in urban markets. There is a need to gain the consumers' trust with regard to slaughtered poultry.
New reguJations applying to the different stages of the commodity chain (fmm, abattoiT, transport,
outlets, etc.) will not be sufficient. There is also a need to support the coordination of the different
stakeholders in the commodity chain with regard to quality management objectives.

y' As consumers are not willing to sacrifice the taste quality OfpOllltry products in favour ofthe health
quality of these products, there is a need in the quality management process to consider quality as a
whole. This provides an opportllnity for the poultry production of small-scale farnlers, which js judged
by consumers to be both tasty and safe.

y' Retiable safe distribution chalmels should be promoted with reliable quality signs accessible to
small-scale poultry producers. Otherwise, a market recovery will mainly benefit supennarkets and
large-scale farmers capable ofsupplying supermarkets.
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