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Introduction
Most consumers in the sub-Saharian African cities are migrants recently arrived from rural areas, where
subsistence farming is predominant. They have then to get used to buying food provisions in a market
context, which offers a wide choice of small-scale processed foods but also a high level of uncertainty
regarding food quality. To meet the urban market demand, producers and processors are continually
intensifying their cultural and processing practices and making use of new varieties, fertilisers, pesticides and
machines, which leads to a modification of food quality characteristics. Many intermediaries currently
operate between producers and consumers. An increasing number of urban people (mainly young women
and men) are looking for short-term benefits and become involved in food processing and retailing, as these
activities, even without high investment capacity, give them relatively easy access to know-how and capital.
Consequently, it is more difficult for consumers to identify the product’s origin and to be sure that it was
correctly processed according to traditional hygiene rules and household culinary arts. All of these
conditions, as well as other factors – the increasing gap between offer and demand, the trade anonymity, the
media-supported information on food poisoning, the lack of means for quality control and repressive
measures against frauds – make urban consumers feel suspicious about traditional products which are sold in
the cities.
In recent years, the Centre de coopération internationale en recherche agronomique pour le développement
(CIRAD) has undertaken work on perceptions of the quality of various small-scale and industrially
manufactured products, and of local and imported foods, through surveys of urban consumers in different
African cities. The means and strategies applied by the food enterprises and traders for reassuring their
consumers have also been investigated. The main outputs are presented in this paper.

Ambivalent perceptions of packaging
Most street foods or products sold in the local markets are loose goods or are hastily packaged with recovery
paper. Therefore, many local food enterprises have started to package their products in tied or thermosealed
plastic bags or in bottles in order to present an image similar to that of imported manufactured goods and
thereby to indicate the efforts they are making to improve the sanitary quality of their products. How is
this ‘quality sign’ perceived by consumers? Packaging is generally regarded as an efficient sign of hygienic
quality. Most urban consumers are convinced that packaged foodstuffs are less liable to contamination by
sand, dust and ambient micro-organisms in the markets and streets. However, packaging is also considered
to be a barrier which impedes the inspection of the product’s quality by smelling, tasting or even looking at
the product. The consumer is no longer able to use his own sensory perceptions and has to trust the
supplier’s loyalty. People interviewed in Douala and Yaounde (Cameroon) reported their suspicions about
fruit juice bottles with unsealed tops, as ill-intentioned persons might have introduced poison into them.
They also stated their belief that the industrial soda bottles sold in the street by itinerant retailers were of
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poorer quality than, and tasted different to, those sold in permanent stores and locations. Packaging itself is
therefore not sufficient for ensuring quality. What other means are available for establishing consumer
confidence in these sorts of products?

Breaking down anonymity through relationship loyalty
Quality assessment of some products, such as naturally highly perishable agriproducts or semi-processed
foods, appears to be very finely balanced due to either the foodstuff’s propensity for rapid degradation or
the difficulty in evaluating its sensory characteristics. A loyal relationship is then sought between consumers
and retailers for those products’ trade, through social exchanges and bargaining. These social features are
important for both consumers and retailers. They make the client feel confident with the trader –  "we know
each one another, he cannot sell me bad quality products" – and they guarantee permanent customers for the
trader, especially in the context of hard commercial competition. This relationship between clients and
traders should be intense enough to establish confidence but not too intense to prevent eventual abuses.

Demonstrating transparency
Aware of their eventual client suspicion, many multinational companies set up in Africa organise open days
with strong media support. Demonstrating such transparency has a good impact, even if only a few visitors
in effect visit the company, as consumers might think: "Open days indicate that this company makes no secret
of its products!". The paradox is that this could happen with industries that carefully keep secret the recipe of
their product (soda, for example). Compared with these industries, small national enterprises in the same
product sector appear to be less transparent, which makes consumers feel suspicious and believe that the
quality of the products manufactured by those enterprises is poor, even though the juices they produce are
completely natural. In Senegal, a small enterprise for millet processing which was composed of and managed
only by men succeeded in gaining client confidence and promoting a better image of its products by
employing women processors who were well recognised for their competencies in this area. The consumers
were convinced that the presence of these women in the production units will "prevent the men workers and
managers doing nonsense".

Role of the collective organisations
As shown by many case studies in Ougadougou (Burkina Faso), the consumer’s confidence about trade
honesty and fairness is strongly related to the role and importance of collective organisations through the
whole chain.
The example of the meat chain in this country illustrates well this observation. Carcass stamping was
established by the Government as an official measure for controlling and certifying sanitary quality after
slaughtering. However, this quality sign alone was shown to be insufficient for ensuring credibility and
confidence because consumers were sufficiently aware of the potential for fraud through the use of false
stamps on uncontrolled carcasses. The interviewed consumers reported that they consider the carcass stamp
to be a credible quality sign only if the meat is sold by a permanent butcher affiliated to a professional
association or federation. The reason is that this professional federation obliges the young candidates to
follow a specific training course before they can undertake the butcher’s job, and this is considered by the
consumers to be a good upstream control. Consumers appreciate the federation-affiliated butchers and
consider them to be professionals who have respect for the socially validated technical rules. On the other
hand, the professional federation displays a collective deontology through the adoption of behavioural rules
and the application of sanctions, such as eviction, in case of rule violation. The federation then takes over
the role of the government in ensuring a reliable application of sanitary and hygienic rules.
For "soumbala", a traditional spice prepared from fermented legumes, there is no professional federation but
a grouping of the women processors. The quality of the "soumbala" processed and marketed by this group is
regarded with less suspicion by consumers than that of individual women processors. The reasons for this
are the same as for the butcher’s federation, with an additional point, which is the recognition of the social
position of the women processor group. The group’s name reflects its concern with mutual aid, solidarity
and equity and all the group’s activities are designed to serve those social functions.
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Conclusion
The setting of "objective" quality signs such as food packaging, technical specifications, official standards and
certification seems not to be the only criterion for building consumer confidence. The credibility of those
quality signs is strongly related to that of the concerned food chain actors. Food quality improvement
should, then, also consider the importance of consumer perceptions, both of the food itself and of the food-
related actors and suppliers, such as processors and retailers.


