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Fresh food purchasing behavior of 1,500-plus consumers finds
higher confidence in seafood than produce

Food is basic for human survival, and the economic development and living standards of a society affect consumers’
choices of food. During the “starving period” for China, having enough food was consumers’ primary goal. With
economic development and adequate food supplies, food quality and safety have gained more attention among
Chinese consumers. The question is not how to feed China but how to feed China with safe and healthy foods.

Although the standards and regulations related to food quality and safety have been gradually improved, the issues of
food quality and safety are becoming more urgent, especially after serious food safety scandals in China, such as
Sanlu’s melamine-tainted milk incident. These have affected Chinese consumer confidence in food.

Consumers are demanding more food quality and safety information. It is essential to increase transparency and
traceability of food production along the supply chain. To improve the regulatory efficiency, Chinese government has
invested considerable manpower and financial resources, established a regulatory system, and published food quality
and safety information to the public on a regular basis. For this article, we explored what kinds of food safety and
quality information consumers are looking for and how their purchasing behavior will be affected in order to help
provide suggestions on the government monitoring system and information disclosure mechanism.
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Survey results show that quality and safety information are important for consumers’ buying choices.
Photo byDarryl Jory.
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Consumers are generally willing to pay higher prices for safe fresh food. Photo by Darryl Jory.

Data sources

Data used for this article come from surveys conducted in eight major cities in China. A total of 1,800 consumers
were interviewed and 1,573 responses were valid. Survey locations focused on farmers’ markets, supermarkets, food
shops, convenience stores and other retail outlets. The geographic distribution of the survey included Beijing and
Guangzhou (300 surveys each), and Shanghai, Zhengzhou, Chengdu, Xi'an, Harbin and Qingdao (200 surveys each).
The survey was supported by the National Nature Sciences Foundation of China (No. 71103197), China Scholarship
Council (No. 201303260021) and Chinese Academy of Fishery Sciences (N0.2014C001).

Characteristics of respondents

Gender distribution: Women often play more important role in household food purchasing decisions. In the survey,
53.5 percent of the respondents are women (Fig. 1). The majority of women (63.3 percent) tend to buy fresh food.

Age structure: Nearly 95 percent of the respondents are between 18 and 60 years old. About one third are between
18 and 29 years old, less than one third are between 30 to 39 years old and around one third are 40 to 49 years old

(Fig. 1).

Education: The majority of the respondents have bachelor degrees (62.4 percent), while 16.3 percent of them have a
high school education (Fig. 1).
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Family structure: More than half of the respondents (56.6 percent) have children under 15 years old and 43.7 percent
of the respondents have elders in the households. This is consistent with the national statistics. It is estimated that
the households with elders or kids may pay more attention to food quality and safety issues.

Health status: The overall health status of the samples is not optimistic. Only 30.1 percent of the respondents
indicate their families are in good health condition.

Monthly household income: Nearly half of the
respondents have a monthly household income

ranging between 1001 and 3000 RMB ($159 to $476; Beadas ' Age
1$=6.3 RMB) and about 20 percent ranging between
3001 and 5000 RMB ($476 to $§794). miemale =male 1029 82030 w4040 W-E0
B%
. I .
|
| .
Education With kids
u high school mcollege =i¥ith <15 year oid = Cthers

= associale degree = olhars

Monthly Income Healthy Status

s USS155-U554TE = LISSATE-LISETM = Healthy lamily = Others
= =LIS5T04

Fig. 1: Characteristics of survey respondents.

Consumers’ awareness of food safety incidents

The results show that most consumers (86 percent) care about fresh food quality and safety issues. However, more
consumers are concerned about meat and vegetables than fruit and seafood. Consumers are aware of fresh food
quality and safety incidents. Eighty-seven percent know about meat and vegetables related incidents, followed by fruit
(watermelon, 59 percent) and seafood (44 percent).

When asked if they have personally experienced any food safety incidents, about 30 percent indicated that they had
negative experiences with fruit (watermelon, 29 percent) and vegetables (28 percent), followed by meat (12 percent)
and seafood (4 percent).

Consumers’ confidence recovery time after food safety incidents
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Survey indicates that consumers’ confidence recovery time are different after fresh food quality and safety incidents.
As shown in Fig. 2, after the incidents, vegetable and fruit consumers’ recovery time were relatively short, about 1 to 3
months, compared to meat and seafood, on average about 1 to 6 months. Seafood incidents have much longer

impact on consumers’ confidence.
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Fig. 2: Consumers’ confidence recovery time.

Consumers’ attitude regarding fresh food quality and safety
problems

Seventy-nine percent of respondents believe that the current food quality and safety problems are very serious. Sixty-
five percent of them are lack of confidence in the current food quality and safety situation and 72 percent of them
think the current food quality and safety supervision system is very poor.

Information channels

Shown in Fig. 3, television, Internet and newspaper are still the main channels where consumers obtain information
related to food quality and safety information.
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Fig. 3: Consumers access food quality and safety information
channels.

Factors influencing consumers’ decisions
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When consumers purchase fresh food, a wide range of information will help them make decisions. These include
price, date of production, nutrition, ingredients, appearance, freshness, quality and safety signs, manufacturer,
producer, production and breeding technology, fertilizer, pesticide and veterinary drug residues, processing
technology, storage, vendors, supermarkets, farmers market, sellers credit, consumer instructions, expiration date,
government announcements, food standards, food safety warning, food safety incidents, media campaigns and other
information.

Consumers prioritize information differently depending on the type of food. Fig. 4 provides rankings of consumers’
priorities about the information related to their food purchase decisions.
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Fig. 4: Consumers access food quality and safety information
ranking.

Willingness to pay for fresh food quality and safety information.

The results show that consumers are willing to pay higher prices for better quality and safer fresh food, given the
information is trustable and reliable. Most meat, vegetable and seafood consumers will pay 10 to 30 percent higher
for safer food and fruit consumers will pay for 30 to 50 percent higher.
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Consumers' willingness to pay for fresh food
quality and safety

10~30% o—Meat

== Fruit
~~—\Vegetable
=== Seafood

1~2 50~100%

Fig. 5: Consumers’ willingness to pay for fresh food quality and
safety.

Conclusions and perspectives

First and foremost, food quality and safety information are important for consumers’ buying choices. The degree of
concern and type of information depends on the nature of the food they will purchase. Secondly, consumers’ age,
health status, income, family structure and confidence towards food safety regulations have a significant impact on
their purchasing behavior. Consumers’ confidence recovery period is at least 1 to 6 months after fresh food quality
and safety incidents.

Thirdly, price is a main factor to affect consumers’ choices. Consumers are willing to pay higher prices for better
quality and safer food if they believe the information they receive is reliable. Finally, production date, the appearance
of freshness, quality and safety reputation of the manufacture, and chemical use (pesticides and veterinary drugs)
tend to affect consumers’ purchasing behavior.
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Consumers are willing to pay higher prices for better quality and safer food if they believe the
information they receive is reliable.
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