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Abstract 
Vietnam is considered an emerging market for the United States (US) beef industry. However, 
little is known about the perceptions of Vietnamese retailers and consumers regarding US 
beef.  As a result, the US Department of Agriculture Emerging Markets Program funded a US

Beef Export School with the dual purpose of (a) enhancing awareness of US beef agribusiness 
“from-farm-to-table” in the Vietnam retail sector as well as (b) assessing marketing strategies 
and ascertaining retailer perceptions regarding US beef using a focus group approach.  A 
multi-disciplinary team from Texas Tech University, Oklahoma State University and Ho Chi 
Minh City University of Technology with support from the US Meat Export Federation and 
the National Cattlemen’s Beef Association collaborated in forming strategic alliances between 
the US and Vietnam with the purpose of enhancing export of US beef to Vietnam.  

Data were obtained from a convenience sample of US Beef School participants. Two focus 
group interviews (N = 11) were conducted with executives representing the food retail sector 
in the northern and southern regions of Vietnam. A discussion guide was produced in English, 
translated into Vietnamese, and back-translated into English. A bilingual member of the 
research team led the participants through each 90-minute discussion session. The 
professional audio recording of each session was transcribed into English, and a note-CD-
transcript-based content analysis was prepared.  The focal point of this presentation is the 
summary of the major themes resulting from the content analysis: (a) factors affecting beef 
import decisions, (b) perceptions of US beef, (c) purchase of US beef by Vietnam retailers for 
importation, and (d) implications for the US beef industry. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
Penetration of United States (US) agricultural exports typically depends on high-income 
markets such as Japan and the European Union (USDA/ERS, 2007).  Recently, significant 
and steady economic growth in developing countries such as Vietnam has created a number of 
emerging markets that offer opportunities for growth of US agricultural exports, especially 
high quality meat products. Identified as one of the world’s rapidly developing markets, 
Vietnam has an increasing demand for high quality beef. Drivers of this demand include: 
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increasing population, rising income and spending on food, limited resources for live cattle 
production, and consumer concerns regarding safety and quality of domestically produced 
beef. From 2005 to 2007 export statistics indicate more than a 100% increase in importation 
of US beef to Vietnam (USDA/ERS, 2008).  

In 2008, about 8,000 Vietnamese retailers, restaurant operators, chefs, and distributors 
sampled US beef at a food show in Ho Chi Minh City and most participants expressed an 
interest in purchasing beef imported from the US (USMEF, 2008). A review of the scholarly 
and industry literature revealed a void in the knowledge of Vietnamese retailer and consumer 
perceptions regarding US beef. Further, research has shown social and cultural differences 
can create varied perceptions of and demand for foods including factors such as source, price, 
quantity, and quality of meat (Resurreccion, 2004; Kizilaslan et al., 2008; Glitsch, 2000; 
Ackerman & Tellis, 2001; Grunert, 2006).   

It has been well documented that product quality is determined not only on intrinsic and 
extrinsic cues at the point of purchase, but also on opinions formed during product 
preparation and/or consumption when quality expectations are confirmed or rejected (Bredahl, 
2004; Banovic et al., 2009).  As in all cultures, Vietnamese have distinct methods of meat 
preparation and cooking. Many traditional dishes utilise tougher cuts of beef such as flank 
steaks, shanks, or tendons and wet cooking methods are more common in Vietnam than the 
dry cooking techniques (Nguyen, 2006). In this context, targeted product selection, and 
fabrication and packaging strategies for US beef are essential in the development of marketing 
plans that enhance the export of value-added components of US beef. Additionally, it is 
customary for Vietnamese consumers to purchase meat on the day of preparation at local 
fresh markets or retail food outlets, resulting in a “just in time” marketing strategy for US beef 
in the wholesale and retail market sectors in Vietnam.   

2. OBJECTIVES 
In an effort to narrow the gap of understanding in the US beef industry regarding the Vietnam 
retail meat market, the US Department of Agriculture Emerging Markets Program 
(USDA/EMP) funded a US Beef Export School to enhance awareness of US beef agribusiness 
“from-farm-to-table” in Vietnam retail sectors as well as to assess marketing strategies and to 
ascertain retailer perceptions regarding US beef using a focus group approach.  As part of the 
US Beef Export School, this preliminary research was conducted to determine: (a) the 
perceptions of Vietnam retailers regarding US beef, and (b) factors important in the 
development of viable marketing strategies for imported US beef. 
 
3. METHODOLOGY 
Focus group interviews were selected as an appropriate method for generating a breath of 
insight regarding US beef and import potential in a short time frame. Qualitative research 
methods for focus group sessions followed guidelines described by Krueger and Casey 
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(2009).  The study was approved by Texas Tech University (TTU) Institutional Review Board 
for Protection of Human Subjects.  All instruments and forms (i.e., moderator guide, consent 
form, orientation guide) were developed in English, translated to Vietnamese, and back-
translated to English. 

3.2 Participants and group formation  
Two focus group interviews were conducted in May 2009. The participants were executives 
representing four companies in the food retail sector in the northern and southern regions of 
Vietnam attending the US Beef Export School. Six participants comprised the first focus group 
and five other participated in the second focus group session. Participants were assigned to 
one of the focus group sessions based on company affiliation and position within their 
company to avoid the possibility of undue influence or dominance of higher ranking co-
workers.   

3.3 Procedures and questions 
The focus group interviews were conducted in a conference room on the TTU campus and 
lasted 90 minutes with an intermission halfway through. The sessions were audio recorded by 
a professional audio technician using state-of-the-art, industry quality digital technology to 
ensure accurate transcription of individual comments and accurate recognition of voice 
inflection. The same bilingual moderator, the first author, conducted the two focus group 
interviews. Prior to conducting the two focus groups, the moderator received training by 
observing and assisting in two focus group interviews conducted by a professionally trained 
and experienced focus group moderator. The second, third, and fourth authors assisted in the 
focus groups and observed to ensure that similar procedures were followed across the two 
interviews. 

A two–part structured moderator guide was developed by the research team based on the 
research objectives. A questioning route approach was used in the development of the 
questions to be asked by the moderator in the focus group sessions to ensure a practical 
structure for organising the discussion sequence and to facilitate the analysis of results 
(Kruger & Casey, 2009). The questioning route in each section included uncued and cued 
questions in open-ended and sentence format as suggested in Krueger and Casey (2009).  

In the first 40 minutes, each group was led through a series of opening, introductory, and 
transition questions. Opening questions were formulated to engage individuals in a 
conversational dialogue and gain insight into the participants’ industry experience, company 
ownership, and potential customers for imported beef. Introductory questions were designed 
to obtain participants’ thoughts and opinions about product attributes as well as trading 
policies and procedures considered important in beef import decisions.  Transition questions 
were developed to discover the participants’ perceptions and beliefs regarding major 
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implications for their company associated with offering US beef to Vietnam consumers, and 
specific characteristics ascribed to US beef.  

Following a 15-minute intermission, the moderator addressed key and ending questions with 
the participants in the final 50 minutes of each session. Key questions were constructed to 
generate specific information regarding the form in which they anticipate purchasing product 
(i.e., whole carcass, primals, subprimals, portion cuts), fabrication and packaging; and to 
explore company and consumer procedures on distribution, wholesale and consumer storage, 
and retail display of US beef.  Ending questions were designed to gain closure to the 
discussion, ensure no critical aspects related to export of US beef to Vietnam had been 
overlooked in the discussion, and to brainstorm about future in-country activities the research 
team should consider implementing to enhance export of US beef to Vietnam.  

The focus group questions and procedures were reviewed by a panel of three members of the 
research team experienced in teaching, research, and outreach in meat science as well as three 
members of the research team experienced in planning, conducting, and publishing focus 
group research. Based on comments and recommendations from the expert panel, questions 
were clarified and procedures adjusted prior to conducting the two focus group interviews.  

Prior to the beginning of each focus group sessions, participants were asked to sign a consent 
form agreeing to be audio recorded, verifying they understood participation was voluntary 
and that no penalties would be imposed if they choose not to participate. At the beginning of 
each session, a member of the research team provided an overview of the discussion sequence 
and topic focus. At the intermission the moderator consulted with the research team to 
confirm the coverage of topics. At the conclusion of each session, the research team thanked 
the participants for their time and input.  

At the completion of the two focus groups, saturation of responses had been achieved: no new 
perceptions or insights associated with the importation of beef from the US were mentioned 
by the participants. Throughout the interviews, special care was taken to ensure that responses 
were offered from all participants and that no single individual dominated the discussion. 
Opinions were specifically solicited from any participant who appeared reticent to offer 
suggestions. 

3.4 Data analysis   
Bilingual members of the research team prepared a verbatim transcript of each focus group 
using detailed notes taken at the interview sessions and by listening to the audio CDs. The 
content analysis followed a systematic process described by Krueger and Casey (2009).  
When conducting the note-CD-transcript-based qualitative content analysis, certain words, 
consistency, similarities, intensity and frequency of comments, and stand-alone responses 
were taken into consideration.  Instead of using numbers, explicit qualifiers were used for 
interpreting agreement, disagreement, or level of consensus: “A Couple” = one or two 



SPISE2009                                                                                                                                                                   83 

participants; “Several” = at least 3, but less than 1/3 of participants; “Some” = at least ¼, but 
not much more than 1/3 of participants; “A Fair Number” = at least 1/3, but less than 1/2 of 
participants; “Evenly Divided “ = 1/2 of participants; “Many” = more than 1/2, but less than 
2/3 of participants; “Most” = at least 3/4, but less than 90% of participants; “Almost All” = at 
least 90%, but less than 100% of participants; and “Participants” = 100% of participants 
(Harp et al., 1998; Assante et al., 2007; Templeton, 1996).  When analysing the interviews, 
the researchers looked to identify broad concepts or themes from the responses to questions.   

4. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
Two focus groups were conducted with 11 participants consisting of 7 males and 4 females.  
The participants were Vietnamese executives in the food retail sector and meat industry with 
position titles ranging from general director and CEO to production and quality manager. Job 
responsibilities included general supervision, management, production supervision, and 
quality implementation and assurance. All participants significantly contribute to 
organisational policy-making and import decisions.  

Participants represented five state-owned and one privately-owned company. Nine 
participants were employed by the state-owned companies and two participants were 
employed by the privately-held company.  These companies represent a significant market 
share of meat products in both the southern and northern regions of Vietnam. Four state-
owned companies and the privately owned company have marketed imported non-US beef for 
domestic retailing or value-added processing.  Participants from five companies (four state-
owned, one privately-owned) expressed a desire to import US beef in the near future. The one 
remaining state-owned company wanted to obtain additional information on consumer 
demand before committing to importing US beef. Most companies intend to market imported 
US beef to high-income consumers or up-scale restaurants.  One state-owned company has the 
capacity and desire to sell US beef to wholesalers or other food retailers. 

The content analysis which was based on the opinions, ideas, perceptions, and purchase 
motives disclosed by the participants, evolved to include four major themes: (a) factors 
affecting beef import decisions; (b) perceptions of US beef; (c) purchase of US beef by 
Vietnam retailers for importation; and (d) implications for the US beef industry. These themes 
are expanded upon in the discussion that follows.  

4.1 Factors affecting beef import decision   
Most participants thought that price and quality of beef were important criteria in their 
decision to import beef.  Across cultures, consumers expect an affordable price in relation to 
quality.  As retailers, in order to make profit selling meats, their opinions should reflect those 
of their consumers.  This finding is consistent with prior studies using consumer surveys and 
focus group discussions, in which consumer perceptions of meat and other food products were 
found to be dependent on intrinsic food properties, as well as the interaction between intrinsic 
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properties and immediate extrinsic factors such as price and information (Dransfield et al., 
1998; Acebron & Dopico, 2000). Price is perceived as relevant cue to quality when 
consumers do not have adequate information about intrinsic food properties.  Although the 
results may vary across studies, most indicated that price and quality are positively related 
(Acebron & Dopico, 2000).  Moreover, the term of “quality” expressed by the participants in 
the present study often included safety.  Scientifically, safety is a separate issue from quality.  
However, safety is a critical attribute of food products across cultures.  Consumers invariably 
expect foods to be safe, and without safety, consumers will not purchase foods (Verbeke et
al., 2006). 

Most participants indicated that in order to forge a desirable relationship between importer 
and exporter, the exporter should provide marketing assistance, service, and technical support 
to the importer. Many of the participants desired information about prospective exporters, 
beef cuts, assurances of product availability, and information on consumer demand. It is 
understandable that retailers and importers are cautious and need to be well-informed 
regarding the purchase of beef because beef has a relatively higher price, requiring a larger 
investment than other meats (Resurreccion, 2004).  

Participants revealed that country-of-origin is an important factor in the import decision. The 
term “county-of-origin” and “brand” were used interchangeable by almost all of the focus 
group participants. Further in the discussion, the participants indicated that to Vietnamese 
consumers US products are generally a symbol of reliability, quality, and safety. As such, 
Vietnam consumers would be willing to purchase US beef at a higher price than domestic beef 
or beef imported from countries other than the US.  These observations were also noted by 
Sepulveda et al. (2008), who found that region or origin of production was perceived as a 
quality attribute. Banovic et al. (2009) also reported that quality cues related to beef brands 
were highly and positively correlated with product origin; and brand of beef was found to be 
the major extrinsic quality cue.  Consumers used brand and origin as a determinant for both 
perception of intrinsic quality attributes and quality expectations (Grunert, 2006).  However, a 
couple of participants noted that the country-of-origin influences purchasing, provided the 
consumer has an awareness of the beef’s origin and related quality. Also relevant to the 
importer are logistical and cost concerns associated with the geographic proximity of the 
exporter to Vietnam.  

Aging of meat, a common practice in the US beef industry, was not initially perceived as a 
factor influencing importation decisions simply because all of the participants lacked an 
understanding of the aging process and the impact on meat quality.  Participants indicated 
they need more information on meat aging before they could evaluate the importance of aging 
in the decision making process. Additionally, participants felt that they would need to educate 
the consumer about the benefits derived from the aging process. After the moderator 
explained the aging process and its advantages, a fair number of participants were concerned 
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that aging might affect safety, shelf life, fresh appearance, and cost. However, several did not 
think aging would be relevant to the import decision, and indicated that they would decide 
whether or not to import beef based on quality traits rather than on utilisation of a specific 
technology or process. 

When asked about grass-versus grain-fed beef, many participants thought it was an important 
factor that could influence beef flavour. Again, a fair number of participants thought feed was 
not important as long as the beef quality meets or exceeds consumer expectations.  
Additionally, in the context of grass- vs. grain-feeding, a couple of participants said they 
preferred the flavour of domestic beef, while a couple of others thought that US grain-fed beef 
was very flavourful and that beef flavour would be attractive to Vietnam consumers.  It is also 
important to recognise that Vietnamese typically consume highly seasoned grass-fed beef 
containing little marbling prepared by wet cooking methods. During the US Beef School and 
prior to the focus group sessions, the participants consumed meals featuring highly-marbled, 
dry-cooked (grilling) beef entrées. Grilling or dry cooking causes thermal oxidation of lipids 
resulting in an intensified cooked beef flavour (Wood et al., 2004). Therefore, sensory 
attributes of beef consumed at the US Beef School may have impacted their perception of the 
flavour of US beef.  

At this point, it was apparent that the greater the knowledge the participants had on a 
particular factor that influences a quality attribute, the more important the factor became in 
the decision-making process. Consequently, an increase in knowledge leads to more informed 
decision-making. Quality perceptions of meat have been traditionally based on intrinsic 
attributes such as colour and visible fat. Over time, fuelled with debate and information 
regarding issues such as health and safety, consumers have relied increasingly on extrinsic 
attributes to evaluate the perceived meat quality. Consumers in focus group discussions were 
usually confident that they could judge the sensory quality of the meat without additional 
information (Grunert, 2006).  However, if provided with additional information, and the more 
they understood the information, the more important the information became in their quality 
perception (Grunert & Grunert, 1995). Once an extrinsic cue is established in the customer’s 
mind, the effects on quality perception can be exceptional, as in the case of country-of-origin 
as previously discussed.  However, it is interesting to note that information is perceived as 
least credible coming directly from producers (Poppe & Kjaernes, 2003).   

All participants agreed that Vietnamese consumers evaluate the quality of beef on the 
appearance (bright red colour) and texture (softness); therefore, prefer to purchase fresh rather 
than frozen beef. Hence, beef imported in the frozen state must be thawed for retail display. 
Meat colour has been well-documented as a predominant intrinsic factor indicating freshness 
(Glitsch, 2000; Grunert, 2006; Grunert, 1997; Lynch et al., 1986).  Lynch et al. (1986) 
concluded that while the bright red colour of ground beef was important, informed consumers 
were more likely to have positive purchase intent toward vacuum-packaged ground beef even 
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though it was purple in colour and were as willing to buy the purple vacuum-packaged ground 
beef as the bright red product. These findings support the belief of some participants that the 
utilisation of educational materials at point-of-purchase could modify beef purchasing 
patterns of consumers in Vietnam. 

4.2 Perceptions of US beef  
Participants immediately ascribed high quality to US beef. Most participants characterised US 
beef as reputable and reliable in terms of quality and safety.  Many thought US beef was 
expensive although some participants considered US beef to be reasonably priced or 
affordable (some cuts) in relation to value and some did not think about price. A fair number 
of participants considered US beef to be tender, frozen, dry-cooked, and produced in 
abundance.  Almost all participants encountered US beef for the first time while attending the 
US Beef Export School.  Therefore, it is reasonable to conclude that their first impression of US 
beef came primarily from eating high quality beef prepared at up-scale restaurants and by 
caterers specialising in beef preparation, through experiential learning including field trips to 
one of the largest meat packing plants and cattle feed yards in the US, and classroom activities 
conducted by nationally-recognised industry representatives and academic beef specialists.  
Participants agreed that offering US beef would have a significant positive impact on their 
companies and retail stores. Because the US is recognised as a good trademark, the presence 
of US beef might positively impact company image and increase the value of other goods 
offered in their retail stores.     

4.3 Purchase of US beef by Vietnam retailers for importation 
Participants indicated they would purchase primals or subprimals depending on price. 
However, some participants would also import quarters and special orders such as shanks for 
traditional Vietnamese dishes.  The special demand for low-value, underutilised cuts such as 
shanks provides an opportunity for the creation of value-added products destined for meat 
markets in Vietnam. All the participants would further fabricate and package imported beef 
cuts.  Participants immediately agreed that fresh beef would be their first choice because of 
customer preference as previously discussed.  The primary target markets in Vietnam for US 
beef would be high-income consumers and up-scale restaurants.  Participants recognised the 
importance of having sufficient freezer and cooler systems for meat storage. Most 
participating companies have central warehouses with freezer and cooler systems for storage, 
and refrigerated trucks for meat distribution.  Some companies depend on suppliers to deliver 
meat to their retail stores.  Most wholesale customers have their own freezer and cooler 
systems while the ultimate consumer utilises refrigerator/freezer units for in-home meat 
storage. The USMEF has expressed concern about the cold chain in Vietnam meat retail 
markets.  However, as reported by the participants, imported US beef would be sold in 
supermarkets under conditions that would ensure proper preservation of quality.  Further, 



SPISE2009                                                                                                                                                                   87 

some participants reported that their company provides in-store consumer information 
regarding proper refrigeration of meat products. 

Vietnamese customers shop for meat several time a week, purchasing single-meal portions.  
They are not in the habit of buying meat in bulk or storing meat for long periods of time.  
Instead, they prefer to buy meat when it is still “fresh at store.”  Therefore, successful 
retailers in Vietnam plan inventory assortments according to these shopping orientations. As a 
result, Vietnamese retailers are more likely to buy portioned primals and subprimals than 
retailers in the US.  By customising the type and size of cuts retailers are in a better position to 
achieve higher sell-through margins. In an interview on Meatingplace.com (Gabbett, 2009), 
John Niemann, vice president for beef pricing, sales and business management at Cargill, one 
of the largest meat packers in the US, revealed the company boosted beef sales by marketing 
half-cuts and third- cuts to help retailers offer steaks at consumer-desirable price points.  
Additionally, price is usually the extrinsic factor that is processed fastest when consumers 
make a decision of whether or not to buy a package of meat (Grunert, 2004; Grunert, 2006).  

4.4 Implications for the US beef industry   
Most participants agreed that the US beef industry should provide technical support to 
Vietnamese importers by providing adequate information on product quality, export 
companies, and assist in organising experiential marketing, promotional events, and point-of-
purchase informative materials. In this context, participants repeatedly suggested that the US 
beef industry could learn from the successes of US apple exporters in Vietnam. Most of 
participants agreed that the initial introduction of US beef at the retail level should saturate the 
market with a large-scale, national campaign. Additionally, some participants suggested that 
the US beef industry should advise Vietnam importers regarding regulations and procedures. 
Finally, some of the participants concluded that the US beef industry could best enhance 
export opportunities by assisting Vietnamese retailers in conducting marketing and consumer 
research focused on the purchase and consumption of beef in Vietnam.  

5. IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
This research was an initial effort to explore retailer perceptions of US beef and the potential 
for import penetration. Preliminary results suggest a positive business environment for 
marketing US beef export to Vietnam.  Further, the research team believes that the focus group 
participants’ suggestions are industry-relevant and should be implemented. To validate these 
findings, more focus groups with a sensory component in retail and foodservice sectors 
should be conducted.  Future quantitative research is needed to examine the qualitative 
findings with a larger sample of retailers and consumers.  
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