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Abstract 
The objective of this study was to investigate attitude and spending behaviour of members of 
middle class in the current economic recession period in Vietnam. Two experiments were 
carried out: a focus group and a consumer survey. The focus group results provide a 
description of the general profile of the economy of Vietnam: “this economic situation is not 
in crisis period,” “it is a downturn as a consequence of domino effect from the recession of 
capitalistic countries”; and describe the concept of recession as “difficult life”, “bankruptcy”, 
“unemployment”, and “rise of social evils”. Facing the recession situation, the reactions of 
the participants were to “work harder”, “study more”, “recruit/select superior sale 
managers”, “satisfy the outside and inside clients”, and “manage expenses in a planned 
way” The questionnaire survey focused on the consumer expense distribution patterns and on 
forecasting consumer spending behaviours. The proportion of expenditures showed that the 
five items on which consumers spent the most were food at home (20.56%), savings 
(15.29%), food services (8.72%), payment for rent (5.61%), and party expenditure (5.34%). 
Moreover, a new trend in spending behaviour was discussed. Eleven items of expenditures 
were highlighted in this discussion: food at home, alcoholic beverage, clothing, jewellery, 
travelling, private transportation, telephone, party expenditure, home equipment (with and 
without motors), and payment for rent.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 
Erupting in US financial declination, the current recession has spread rapidly and wrecked 
many countries all over the world. The global recession was revealed via some obvious signs 
such as: increasing prices of basic food and fuel, increasing unemployment, decreasing retail 
turnover, decreasing actual revenue and the gradually weakening industrial growth index 
(IMF, 2009, Shimelse et al., 2009). All of these extraordinary changes imply a global 
economy shrinking. This recession has affected consumer spending. According to Jena 
(2009), 73 % of Americans planned to cut back on spending in the next 12 months, and 26% 
of Chinese were likely to trim their expenditures. Like consumers all over the world, 
Vietnamese consumers also have to prepare for an economic emergency, with consequences 
such as: losing jobs, cutting costs and changing spending habits. The objective of this study 
was to explore the attitudes and behaviours of middle class consumers in Hochiminh city 
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towards the current recession. Hochiminh city is a region that has Gross Domestic Product 
(GDP) per capita at the highest level in Vietnam. Its GDP per capita reached 2,534 USD in 
2008 (Song, 2009) and the middle class has income about 5-15 million VND/month (equal 
294-882 USD/month). 

2. METHOD 
This research included two studies: a focus group study and a market survey. The objective of 
the focus group study was to obtain information about concepts, attitudes and reactions of 
Vietnamese consumers in a recession period. And the purpose of the market survey was to 
investigate the behavioural changes in spending patterns.  

2.1 Focus groups  
A total of five focus groups were held in Hochiminh city. Numbers of participants in each 
group were between 3 to 9 persons, with a total of 27. The main characteristics of focus group 
are presented in Table.1.  

Table 1. Main characteristics of focus group 

 G1 G2 G3 G4 G5 
Participants 6 9 4 3 5 
Age (years) 25-34 25-34 35-44 35-44 45-55 

Participants were selected based on their income (5-15 million VND/month) and age (25-55 
years old). They worked in banking, information technology, retailers (food, construction 
materials), logistics, and bureaucratic government. All focus group sessions were conducted 
in a room large enough to accommodate 10 persons comfortably. The room was equipped 
with fluorescent lights, video and audio recorder, blackboard, and a round table to allow free 
discussion. The protocol guide was based on a semi-structured interview (Barrios, 2008; Ives, 
2003). All focus group sessions were operated by one moderator and two assistants. The 
moderator was responsible for facilitating the group discussions and the assistants controlled 
the audio equipment and took notes. When the participants sat around the table, the moderator 
started the discussion by introducing himself. Then he informed participants that there were 
no correct or incorrect answers to each question, but rather just personal point of views 
concerning their professionals and social positions. Subsequently, the participants were asked 
to briefly introduce themselves, and the discussion started around the following questions: 

1. What do you think about Vietnam’s current economic situation? How to get this 
information? 

2. Thinking about economic recession, what is your first impression? 
3. How does this recession affect your job? 
4. Which solutions were found by your firm? 
5. How does this recession affect your life? 
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6. What do you do in recession period? 
7. When will the recovery begin?  

Each session lasted approximately 90 minutes, and the interviews were recorded.  

2.2 Market survey 
The survey was conducted in March 2009 on 200 inhabitants who have an income in the 
range of 5-15 million VND/month in HoChiMinh city. The questionnaire focused on their 
main spending categories (i.e. food, beverages and tobacco, clothing products, tools, health-
care services, cultural activities, sport, recreational facilities, transportation, post, medical 
care, education, communicative relationship, home equipments, housing, building, materials 
and saving). For each item, respondents were asked to indicate their expenditures at two 
periods (before and during recession).  

3. RESULTS 
3.1 Focus group 
The moderator and the two assistants analysed the notes taken and the transcript tapes. 
Results were summarised by the following themes: a) Vietnam’s current economic situation; 
b) Effect and reaction to recession on their jobs/lives; c) Forecasting the ending time of 
recession. 

Vietnam’s current economic situation: The focus groups revealed both positive and negative 
aspects of the recession period. Most participants mentioned that Vietnam’s economy was 
influenced by domino effect from global economic recession through opinions such as: “this
economic situation is not in crisis period”, “we are living in recession period, not crisis one”, 
and “it is a downturn as a consequence of domino effect from the recession of capitalistic 
countries”. for these participants, the concept of recession was defined by “difficult 
investment environments”, “bankruptcy risks”, “slackness of import-export activities”, 
“unemployment”, “price increase”, and “consumer spending declination”. Participants 
expressed other causes of recession, as follows: “the financial management and the monetary 
systems has not been received a good control”; “the policy system for investments is not 
thorough”; and “our banking was not prepared to face recession.  

Effect and reaction to recession: The four respondents working in bureaucratic government 
(education and manufacture) and information technique indicated that they were not affected 
by economic recession. However, they did not disclaim that it is hard to reach new targets like 
the years before. According to most of the participants, with the rising of fuel and material 
prices, they spent substantially more on manufacturing goods, and shipping merchandise. 
Companies would prefer not to push those cost increases down the chain to customers. They 
accept to reduce their incomes, cut down spending, or even add supported service; but, they 
do not want to discount the product prices. The underlying reasons of this behaviour were 
explored further in the focus groups. Respondents talked about: “Streamlining operations”, 
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“Cutting back on inventories”, “Reducing part-time staff hours”, “Conserving energy”, 
“Buying more local goods to save on transportation”, “Offering incentives to keep customers 
engaged”, “Paying more attention in local market”, “Recruiting/selecting superior sellers”, 
“Adding supported services”, and “losing customers if price hikes”. The two participants 
who are retailers (in different focus groups), indicated another difficulty in rotating capital for 
company. They mentioned that “most suppliers request cash in business”, and “have not 
enough cash for commercial transaction”. Furthermore, in Vietnam, “Cash is King”. So, 
companies/retailers prefer to keep their capital invested in bank rather than making risky 
investments. 

When asked about their daily lives, many participants recognised having changed their 
behaviour during recession. They have to “work harder, study further and/or improve their 
skill to keep jobs“ Besides, they mentioned cutting down spending on: “doing shopping, using
food away from home, using out of home entertainment, upgrading technology (home 
equipments, cell phone, computers, motors), smoking and using luxury products.” 

Forecasting the ending time of recession: The period at the end of 2009 was predicted to be 
the most difficult period for the economy. That is a corollary of all the decisions from 
sweeping job and changing spending habits that people made from the end of 2008 and first 
quarter of 2009. However, participants’ belief in the Government’s economic stimulating 
package was strong enough to lift up the economy. Three out of nine participants in group G2 
showed a positive point of view in recession period: “This time is a good opportunity for 
companies that have good strategy in management and business, This is a chance to reject the 
business live from hand to mouth, this is also a good chance for small-scale companies 
compete with large-scale ones about price and marketing strategies.” 

Most participants are optimistic as to their market ability to ride out the current economic 
recession. It is interesting that they appear more confident in their future. They mentioned that 
the “Recession, will] just survive for a short time”, “we will overcome this time soon”, “our 
government has stimulated the economy, we do not worry so far”, and “our economy will 
recover in the next year”. So, Vietnam stays at the 14th position in the Nielson Global 
Consumer Confidence Index (Nielson, 2008). 

3.1 Marker survey 
The survey data were analysed using a Wilcoxon t-test to determine whether there is a 
significant change in expenditure between two periods. Besides, the percentage of spending 
for each subcategory was calculated to forecast trends of spending habits.  

The changes of expenditures in crisis time: The maximum and median values expenditure 
costs before and during recession are presented Table 3.along with Wilcoxon t-test. 
Statistically significant differences (p<0.05) were found for 11 subcategories. The expenses of 
three out of eleven sub-categories have been increasing in recession period, including: food at 
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home, party for communicative relationship, and payment for rent. In contrast, eight 
expenditures have been declining, including: alcoholic beverages, clothes, jewellery, 
travelling, private transportation, telephone, home equipments with/and without motors. 

Table 3. Main expenditure categories and subcategories of consumers’ spending in recession period 
comparing with the time before. The (-) sign indicate decreasing spending during recession period 

compared with the time before and the  (+) sign increasing spending 
Max Median Items of Consume 

Before After Before After 
t-value of 
wilcox.test 

Result
Change/Not

Food for home 
consumption 

8000 7000 1000 1000 0.006 C (+) 1. Food 

Service: fast food, take-
out, delivery, buffet and 
cafeteria (away from 
home) 

4000 3600 500 400 0.5741 N 

Alcoholic beverages 2000 2000 50 50 0.0004 C (-) 
Non-Alcoholic 
beverages 

2200 2300 200 200 0.2696 N 
2. Beverages 
and Tobacco 

Tobacco & smoking 
products 

600 700 0 0 0.9546 N 

Casual, sportswear, 
formal, undergarments 
and sleep clothes 

2000 2000 167 150 0.0071 C (-) 

Hat, comforter, glasses 500 700 20 20 0.5256 N 

3. Clothing 
products 

Shoes, sandal, slipper 800 1500 50 50 0.5725 N 
Private tools (tower, 
paper handkerchief, 
shaver, tampon...) 

800 900 70 80 0.4239 N 

Cleaning & beauty 
products (shampoo, 
soap, detergent, 
shower-cream, 
perfume, lipstick…) 

800 800 50 50 0.1230 N 

Jewellery 1500 1500 0 0 0.0495 C (-) 

4. Tools & 
health-care 
services 

Beauty service (spa, 
beauty salon…) 

1000 1000 0 0 0.5020 N 

Publication 800 600 90 90 0.1998 N 
Travelling 2000 2000 0 0 0.0039 C (-) 
Sport activities (tennis, 
swimming, 
badminton…) 

700 800 0 0 0.3263 N 

5. Cultural 
activities, 
sport, 
recreational 
facilities 

Recreational activities 
(cinema, theatre, game, 
bar, karaoke, go 
fishing…) 

1200 1200 70 50 0.0624 N 

Public transportation 500 500 0 0 0.1142 N 
Private transportation 1000 1000 300 250 0.0328 C (-) 

6. 
Transportati
on, post Letters, package 400 700 0 0 0.4017 N 
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Telephone: home 
phone, mobile, fax 

1100 1100 200 200 0.0282 C (-) 

7. Medical-
care 

Medical, hospital and 
related services 

1500 1500 0 0 0.2551 N 

Foreign Language 2000 3000 0 0 0.3559 N 8. Education 
Intensive-course to 
enrich your career 

5000 4000 0 0 0.1018 N 

Gift 700 900 0 0 0.2905 N 9. 
Communicat
ive 
relationship 

Party (marriage, death 
anniversary…) 

1500 1500 300 300 0.0003 C (+) 

With motors (washing, 
machine, fan, 
television, freeze) 

2500 2700 50 50 2.3e-05 C (-) 10. Home 
equipments 

Without motors 
(furniture, porcelain...) 

5000 1500 30 10 0.0002 C (-) 

Payment for rent 4500 5000 0 0 0.0001 C (+) 
Repair, construct 
(building arterials, 
paint, lime) 

3500 3000 0 0 0.1563 N 
11. Housing, 
building 
materials 

Immovable (house, 
apartment, land…) 

6000 6000 0 0 1 N 

Saving money (in bank, 
at home) 

10000 10000 1000 1000 0.5725 N 

Take out insurance 5000 5000 0 0 0.7865 N 

12. Saving 

Stock investment 4200 4200 0 0 0.4227 N 

The spending distribution of each sub-category is shown in Figure 1. Three items account for 
approximately 40% of participants’ incomes: food at home (18-21%), saving (15-16%) and 
food away from home (7-8%). Besides, consumers spent about 2-5% of their incomes for the 
following sub-categories: alcoholic beverages, clothes, jewellery, travelling, private 
transportation, telephone (home phone, mobile and fax), home equipments (with and without 
motors), payment for rent and party (communicative relationship). 

The way consumers spend for their needs: The spending sub-categories were grouped to form 
the five following groups of needs (Figure 2):  

� Basic needs including expenditures of food, beverages & tobacco, and clothing 
products;  

� Luxury needs  including tools & health-care services, and cultural activities;  
� Future needs including medical care, education, and communicative relationship; 
� Transportation needs, including transportation and post; 
� Real properties need including housing and savings.  
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Figure 1. Distribution of consumers’ spending 

On the whole, Vietnamese consumers spend the same amount of their income in basic needs 
before and during the recession (39.87% before and 40.83% during the recession period). Yet 
results from the focus group suggested a decrease in basic needs during the recession. 
Participants declared cutting down on: food away from home, new clothes, alcoholic 
beverages, out of home entertainment. So, the question is: why do consumers think they 
spend less on basic need during recession when in fact they declare spending the same 
amount in a questionnaire? 

Sub-categories 
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Figure 2. Spending distribution based on needs of Vietnam consumers in recession period 
compared with the time before recession. 

Global spending on “Luxury need” and “Transportation need” were also very stable (9.16% 
and 9.45% respectively), and “Real property needs” declined slightly from 29.05% to 
27.59%. This result was expressed in the focus group sessions by: items such as cutting down 
on travelling, private transportation, jewellery, investing in real property. This suggests that 
consumers will try to cut down spending as much as they can. Interestingly, despite saving 
behaviour; “Future needs” does not decline; or even, it increases very slightly from 12.47% 
to 13.42%. It showed that Vietnamese consumers are optimistic enough to invest in health and 
education (i.e. invest for future).  

4. CONCLUSIONS 
Like consumers all over the world, Vietnamese consumers feel their lifestyle has been 
impacted by global economic recession. They fear job loss and price increases. So, they have 
to change their behaviour by cutting down spending on some sub-categories (alcoholic 
beverages, new clothes, food away from home, entertainment, telephone expense, jewellery, 
private transportation, travelling, telephone, home equipments). However, Vietnamese 
consumers are optimistic. They invest in future (health and education). And they expect that 
Vietnamese economy will recover at the end of 2010 with Government’s stimulating package.  
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