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Abstract
Rice is a staple crop for many farm families in Lao PDR operating on a subsistence basis.  Food security is synonymous with rice security.  The government of Lao PDR aims to ensure that agriculture is conducted sustainably.  The Australian Centre for International Agricultural Research have funded a Small Research Activity (SSS/2023/137) to explore the implications of changing to alternative rice production systems that use less chemicals such as inorganic fertilisers, weedicides and pesticides. The goal of this project is to contribute to the evidence base that supports the government of Lao PDR in making informed decisions regarding the transition to more sustainable and efficient agricultural practices that balance economic growth, environmental sustainability, and social equity. This is one of a number of working papers reporting on the findings from this project.  This paper reports on some of the results from the consumer analysis component of the project. The consumer study is designed to explore domestic consumers rice buying behaviour and perceptions toward organic rice. 
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Introduction 

As outlined in previous working papers in this series, the rice industry is a major sector in the economy of the Lao People’s Democratic Republic and rice is the staple food for Laotian people. Most rice is grown for home consumption by farm families, with only a small percentage of output traded in commercial markets. The Lao government in recent years has placed a high priority on self-sufficiency and generating an export surplus, but to undertake this growth in a sustainable way. A stated aim of this policy is to limit pollution, reduce waste, reduce greenhouse gas emissions, and for agriculture to be conducted in ways that are sustainable (see Sinnett et al., 2024 for details). To achieve these aims, changes will be needed in the way that rice is grown and these changes may have implications for the broader rice market.

To investigate these issues the Australian Centre for International Agricultural Research (ACIAR) has funded a Small Research Activity which is addressing two broad questions:
· [bookmark: _Hlk171694214]What are the social and economic implications of the wider adoption of alternative technologies for rice farming households in Lao PDR? 
· What are the implications of the wider adoption of these alternative technologies for rice value-chain participants, the rice industry and the economy of the Lao PDR? 

In this paper, attention is on the second broad question, and in particular, on consumer responses to the products arising from alternative, more sustainable, technologies for rice production. If consumers favourably view these types of products, the Lao rice industry may be able to capture any market premiums that rice consumers are willing to pay for types of rice that have positive environmental qualities and then transmit part of those premiums back to farmers who are able to produce rice with such qualities (Kousonsavath et al., 2025a,b). However little evidence is available on Lao rice consumer perceptions, or on price premiums or price transmission processes in the Lao rice industry. 

The consumer study reported in this study was designed to explore Lao consumers’ rice buying behaviour and perceptions toward organic rice.

Method 

A mixed method approach was adopted as a tool to get more insights and details about behavioural perceptions. This included conducting focus group discussions and in-depth interviews with individual rice consumers. Both the focus group discussions and the in-depth interviews were conducted with consumers in Vientiane, the capital city of Laos. 

Initially, two focus group discussions were conducted with rice consumers at the Faculty of Agriculture and the Faculty of Social Sciences at the National University of Laos. Participants were recruited based on their role in household rice shopping, and a total of twelve participants were involved in the discussions. The focus group discussion scripts were used as a guideline for discussion (see Appendix 1). The discussions focussed on aspects of rice buying behaviour, perceptions towards organic rice, and willingness to pay for organic rice.[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  It is planned that these focus group discussions will be written up as a separate working paper.] 


Then, in-depth interviews were organised with a panel of 100 rice consumers. The participants for the in-depth interviews were recruited based on their role in rice buying. ‘Doorknocking’ and ‘convenience sampling’ techniques were used to recruit participants. A structured questionnaire was used for this in-depth interview, and the same topics as in the focus group discussions were included in the questionnaire (see Appendix 2). This included overall rice buying behaviour, perceptions toward organic rice, and willingness to pay. Socio-economic information was also collected to better understand the behaviour. 

Results 

General comments

The consumer survey revealed that women continue to play a significant role in household rice purchasing, accounting for 70 per cent of primary buyers. The findings also show that retail markets remain the most popular purchase channel, used by 72 per cent of respondents (Figure 1), highlighting the central importance of wet and retail markets in Laos. Other distribution channels - including rice trucks (48 per cent), wholesale markets (42 per cent), convenience stores (16 per cent), and supermarkets (13 per cent) - have also emerged as notable points of purchase in recent years.

Figure 1. Rice distribution channels in Vientiane
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Respondents declared that they spent on average roughly 526,000LAK to purchase around two Muen[footnoteRef:4] of rice per month or roughly 28 kilograms of rice per month in quantity.  [4:  Muen is a bulk rice selling unit in Lao PDR where 1 Muen = 12 kg bag of rice.  ] 


Consumers stated that several factors are taken into consideration when buying rice; however, taste (90 per cent), appearance (77 per cent) (for example, long-grain, round-shaped grain), price and convenience were identified as the four most important characteristics considered by respondents (Table 1). 

It is interesting to observe that price was not seen as the most important factor, instead it comes in third place. This indicates that the taste of rice is quite critical when choosing rice. It is also important to note that factors related to safety concerns were not seen as important factors for respondents, as less than 50 per cent of respondents expressed concerns over the safety of rice. Other factors such as rice produced under the organic production system (29 per cent), produced under ‘good agricultural practices’ (30 per cent), and produced without using chemical substances (30 per cent), did not receive high attention when buying rice. 

Overall, the results derived from the quantitative study confirmed the results from the focus group discussions. The discussions suggested that the traditional/conventional rice production is safe and uses only minimal chemical inputs. 


Table 1. Factors influencing decision making when buying rice (n=100)

	No.
	Factors 
	%
	No.
	Factors 
	%

	1
	Food safety (not cause illness)
	48
	8
	Produced under the Organic production system 
	29

	2
	Appearance (Short/long grain)
	77
	9
	Produced under the Good Agriculture Practice system
	30

	3
	Taste (consumption quality e.g. softness)
	90
	10
	No use of chemical fertilizers
	30

	4
	Novelty (new rice variety)
	21
	11
	Nutrition (rice berry)
	36

	5
	Country of origin
	35
	12
	Convenience 
	70

	6
	Environmental impact 
	23
	13
	Familiarity 
	58

	7
	Price 
	70
	14
	Locally grown 
	30

	
	
	
	15
	Others
	2



Knowledge of organic food production standards

Consumers’ knowledge regarding organic rice production systems was explored, especially regarding the fundamental principles of organic production systems. Four statements were taken from the Lao organic production standards (Lao PDR Government, 2005), which refers to the chemical use, environment and animal welfare aspects of the organic production standards (e.g., ‘It’s a chemical free production system’, and ‘It’s a production system allows for some chemicals use e.g. fertilizer, pesticide, herbicide’) (statements translated from the Decision of the Minister of Agriculture and Forestry on Organic Agriculture Standards, 2005). 

Prior to assessing knowledge regarding organic production standards, consumers’ awareness regarding certified organic rice was assessed. It was found that 58 per cent of respondents declared that they had heard about certified organic rice. 

Respondents were asked to provided answers to the statements by selecting one of three options (Yes, No, Don’t Know). The results showed that the majority (84 per cent) of the respondents answered correctly that the use of synthetic chemicals is prohibited and this production system is an environmentally friendly production system (83 per cent). These results suggests that respondents were quite knowledgeable regarding the fundamental principles of the organic food production system. 

However, there are some other areas where respondents were unsure or indicated ‘don’t know’ - that chemicals are allowed at some levels (41 per cent), and that the organic production system concerns animal welfare (39 per cent) (Table 2). 

It is interesting to note that, when further assessing whether it is important or not that rice should be produced under the organic production system, the results suggest that more than two-thirds of respondents (69 per cent) have given a score of 4 and 5 (where 5 is the highest importance rating). This means that it is important to them that rice be produced under the organic production system. However, when it comes to action (purchasing behaviour), this aspect does not seem to play a role in their decision-making process. 
Table 2. Statements about the meaning of the term ‘organic’ (n=100)

	Statement about the meaning of organic 
	Correct 
%
	Incorrect
%
	Don’t Know/ 
No opinion
%

	It’s a chemical free production system 
	84
	5
	11

	It’s an environmentally friendly production system 
	83
	2
	15

	It’s a production system concerned about animal welfare
	52
	9
	39

	It’s a production system that allows for some chemical use e.g. fertiliser, pesticide, herbicide
	27
	32
	41



Organic rice purchasing behaviour 

When it comes to action, only 17 per cent of respondents had purchased organic rice. The organic market (ITECC Mall), convenience stores such as J-mart and Sokthavy, and general markets were named as the key buying locations. In addition, some 64 per cent of respondents who have not previously bought organic rice intend to buy it in the future. 

Those respondents who have purchased or intend to purchase organic rice in the future indicated that “no chemicals” and “good for health” were key reasons, followed by the quality reason “better quality”, and “good for the environment” (Table 3). “Good for human and society”, and “produced in a sustainable manner”, were also mentioned as important reasons. 

For those who have never purchased organic rice or indicated not wanting to buy in the future, the main reasons were the price factor (price is too high), the benefits from consuming organic rice was not obvious (I do not have access to information regarding the benefits of consuming organic rice) and the trust issue (I do not think that organic rice is really produced organically) (Table 4). These results indicate that some consumers are sensitive to price, and usually consumers need to pay a premium price when it comes to certified organic rice. In addition, the trust issue remains critical, especially when it comes to goods that carry a credence attribute[footnoteRef:5].  [5:  Credence goods are those goods with attributes that consumers cannot ascertain even after purchase or consumption of the product.] 


National organic food logo awareness 

Organic food products are considered credence goods, meaning their key attributes - such as being organic, fair trade, or animal-welfare friendly - cannot be easily verified by consumers, even after purchase. Because most consumers lack the scientific knowledge or expertise needed to evaluate these attributes themselves, certified labels play a crucial role. Certification logos serve as trustworthy signals that communicate product quality and help consumers make more informed purchasing decisions. 

In Laos, there is only one national organic food logo, which is used to verify that products comply with the country’s organic agriculture production standards (see Figure 2). When consumers understand the meaning behind this logo, it can support and guide their decision-making process. However, results from this study show that fewer than half of respondents (40 per cent) reported having seen the logo. 

So, although the Lao Certification Body, under the supervision of the Department of Agriculture, Ministry of Agriculture and Environment, was officially created in 2008 and has provided certification/inspection services since 2009, consumers still have quite a low rate of awareness of this logo. 

Table 3. Reasons for BUYING and WANTING TO BUY organic rice (n=81)

	The reason that I am BUYING organic rice:
	Have Bought
(n=17)
	Wanting to buy
(n=64)

	
	Yes
%
	No
%
	Don’t know
%
	Yes
%
	No
%
	Don’t know
%

	Better value for money 
	88
	6
	6
	100
	0
	0

	Guaranteed for better quality 
	88
	6
	6
	92
	0
	8

	A healthier choice 
	94
	0
	6
	94
	0
	6

	This is a product of superior nutritional value
	71
	6
	24
	80
	5
	16

	Safe - less likely to make me or my family sick
	71
	0
	29
	77
	5
	19

	Better taste/flavour 
	88
	0
	12
	66
	5
	30

	Free of pesticides/chemicals 
	94
	0
	6
	94
	0
	6

	Better for human and society 
	94
	0
	6
	88
	3
	9

	Better for environment 
	100
	0
	0
	89
	3
	8

	Produced in more sustainable manner 
	76
	0
	24
	88
	2
	11

	No different than others, e.g. marketing gimmick
	18
	65
	24
	17
	48
	34



Table 4. Reasons for NOT BUYING organic rice (n=19)

	The reason that I am NOT buying organic rice is because: 
	Yes
%
	No
%
	Don’t know
%

	I do not have access to information regarding the benefits of consuming organic rice
	58
	32
	11

	Organic rice is not good value for my money
	47
	21
	32

	The price is too high 
	68
	11
	21

	They are not easy for me to access/not available where I can easily access them
	53
	26
	21

	I do not think that organic rice is really produced organically
	74
	11
	16



Willingness to pay for certified organic rice

This survey also attempted to estimate the willingness to pay for certified organic rice, not in a formal experimental setting but by simply asking the consumers to provide a maximum limit in LAK that they would be able to pay for organic rice compared to the rice produced under the conventional standards. The retail price per kg of rice produced under the conventional production system was set 

Figure 2. Certified Laos organic logo
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at 22,000LAK/kg as a baseline for the respondents to provide an estimate of the maximum price they would be willing to pay (Kousonsavath et al., 2025a).

The analysis results show that on average, consumers are willing to pay of 27,000LAK/kg for rice produced under the organic production system, or only 5,000LAK/kg more than conventional rice. This premium of 22 per cent is relatively low compared to estimates from actual market transactions at the time the survey was done (Kousonsavath et al., 2025a,b)[footnoteRef:6] and also low compared to the effort in terms of extra time and extra money spent by rice producers on the organic certification record keeping and inspection processes.  [6:  Although more recent analyses of market transactions from December 2024 to December 2025 show no significant organic premium for either glutinous or non-glutinous rice (Kousonsavath et al., 2026a,b).] 


Concluding Discussion

The consumer study revealed that rice consumers are generally aware of, and have relatively good knowledge about, organic food production standards. They also assigned a relatively high level of importance to rice being produced in accordance with these standards. However, this concern did not translate into their purchasing behaviour, where safety was not a significant consideration. This finding reflects the perceptions discussed during the focus group sessions, in which rice was viewed as a crop that uses low or even no chemical inputs. As a result, consumers focused on other rice attributes and paid less attention to safety aspects when making their purchasing decisions.

An area for further research would be to organize a discrete choice experiment to assess if Lao rice consumers have good knowledge about certified organic rice and organic rice by default, and whether this knowledge would encourage consumers to buy more certified organic rice.
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Appendix 1. Consumer Analysis Focus Group Discussion Prompts

Focus group discussion questioning script

	Researcher introduction, thank you and purpose of the activity.

(1min)
	Hi, my name is Chitpasong Kousonsavath from the National University of Laos. I am going to lead our discussion today. I would like to point out that I am not here to convince you of anything or try to sway your opinion. My role is just to ask questions and then encourage and moderate our discussion. 
I would like to start off by thanking each of you for participating in our discussion today.
You have been chosen to participate in this research because you are rice consumers, and you are residing in Vientiane. 
For this research, we are particularly interested in your views and experiences related to your rice purchasing behaviour and perceptions regarding organic rice.   This research is part of a bigger project component focusing on low-input rice production systems, and I appreciate your time and any thoughts you would like to share today.  
I also want to let you know that we will provide you with your incentive after we complete the focus group discussion.  

	Ground rules 

(2min)
	Before we begin our discussion, I would like to go over some ground rules, which will allow our discussion to flow more freely. 
Please talk one at a time and avoid side conversations with the people sitting next to you. We are recording the session because we don’t want to miss any of your comments. If several people are talking at the same time, we won’t understand what each of them is saying.
You don’t need to answer every single question, but I would like to hear from each of you today as the discussion progresses. 
It’s important to remember that there are no right or wrong answers but rather different points of view. So, please feel free to share your opinion even if it differs from what others have said and feel free to comment on each other’s remarks. 
We will be on a first-name basis today, but in our reports, there will not be names or any other kind of personal identifier attached to comments, so the points raised are completely anonymous. So, you can be assured of complete confidentiality. 
We will be here for one hour and will not be taking a formal break. Water is provided on the table for your refreshment, and the toilet is located (provide location). Please feel free to leave the table if you would like to go to the toilet, but please do so quietly. 
To make sure that I will catch up with our proposed time frame, I might run the discussion faster or skip questions if needed.

	Group warmer activity 

(3mins)


	Well, let’s begin. Let’s find out a bit about everyone.
We will go around in a circle, and one by one, I would like to ask you your name and which village you are currently residing in. 
After this activity, proceed to the questions.
(This activity aims to get everyone to talk at least once before the questioning session starts)



Priority issues to discuss
Overall rice consumption and purchasing behaviour 
Overall perceptions and awareness about organic rice and willingness to pay
	Introduction Qs

(5 min)
	So, let’s get started with the Qs: 
I would like you to think back to the last time you went shopping for rice for your household.
What are some important factors you consider when you are buying rice? Where do you usually buy your rice? 

	Transition Qs
(5min)
	Out of the factors mentioned in your paper, can you write down which of them are the most important (top three) factors?


Awareness/perceptions of organic rice/willingness to pay 
	Key Qs

(50 min)
	This session aims to have a better idea of organic rice in general. 
Before participating in this study, how many of you have heard about ‘organic’ foods?  Please raise your hands if you do.
Now we’d like to understand what the term ‘organic’ means to you. Even if you haven’t heard of this term before, what would you think it means if you saw the word ‘organic’ on a food product or heard about it? (Ask participants to take a few minutes to write down the meaning of the term on a piece of paper- then discuss responses) 
Further follow up on what makes them define the term in that way. 
Have you purchased organic rice before? If yes, which organic rice brand did you buy (glutinous or non-glutinous)? How often do you buy them? Where? What makes you buy them? 
If you haven’t purchased organic rice before, have you wanted to buy it? Why? Why not?
How do you know if the rice is organic or non-organic? (depending on the answer, and if the respondent mentions the ‘certified’ logo) 
What do you think is the meaning of this [organic certification logo]? 
How do you determine whether it is organic or not? (i.e. because the producer told me/because I see the certified logo). 
When you see the rice package with the word ‘organic’, how do you know this information is true/can be believed? What makes you believe that the product is organic? Or how do you know if you can trust this? 
Who or what types of organisations would you like to certify organic rice (i.e. government body, private sector, university, certifying company)?  
What makes you think this (certification body mentioned) would be the best certification for organic rice? Can you think of any other labels/logos on food products that you trust? What makes you think they are reliable/can be believed? 

	Show these logos to participants after question 6
(The results about awareness of these logos will be used to justify how many logos to include in the questionnaire)
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	Willingness to pay
	If the 12 kg of the normal rice (conventional rice) cost you 22,000LAK, how much more would you pay for organic rice?.......................................................................



	Conclusion 
	So, that brings us to the end of the discussion. Is there anything that hasn’t already been raised that you think is important to include or mention? 
Thank you again for your participation and contributions to our discussion. 




Appendix 2. Consumer Survey Questionnaire 

Are you the one who is responsible for your household’s food shopping? 
	
Yes 
	    
       No (Stop the interview)



This survey is going to focus on your rice consumption and purchasing behaviour, and it is important that we have information about your household income. So, may I ask roughly how much cash income your household earns per month? 
……………………………………………….LAK/month

SECTION I: RICE PURCHASE BEHAVIOR 

1.1. [bookmark: _Hlk65584732]How frequently does your household shop for rice? 
	Once per week     
	Once/two weeks   
	Once/months

	
	
	


1.2. [bookmark: _Hlk65584749]Considering the past month, what has been your household’s average MONTHLY expenses on rice? ………………………..…………………………………………LAK/month

1.3. [bookmark: _Hlk65584770]Where do you usually purchase rice (glutinous/non-glutinous rice) from? (multiple answers applied, assign 1=Yes and 0= No)
	Wet markets/Retail markets (e.g. Huakhua, Phonetong)
	

	Wholesale market/night markets (e.g. Lao-Aussie market, Talad Lao)
	

	Supermarkets (e.g. ITEC, Rimping)
	

	Informal street market (mobile rice vendors)
	

	Organic markets (e.g. ITEC, Xangsamhua)
	

	Online shopping (e.g. Facebook)
	

	Convenience stores (e.g. J-mart, Big C)
	

	Other (Please specify) …………………………………
	


[bookmark: _Hlk65584789]
1.4. How IMPORTANT are the following factors to you when you are shopping for rice? 
(please allocate 1= Important, 5= Not Important)
	(FOODIQ)
	

	Food safety (not cause illness)
	

	Appearance (Short/long grain)
	

	Taste (consumption quality e.g. soft)
	

	Novelty (new rice variety)
	

	Country of origin
	

	Environmental impact 
	

	Price 
	

	Produced under the Organic production system 
	

	Produced under the Good Agriculture Practice production system
	

	No use of chemical fertilisers
	

	Nutrition (rice berry)
	

	Convenience 
	

	Familiarity 
	

	Locally grown 
	

	Others………….(Please specify)
	


[bookmark: _Hlk65584828]
1.5. Are you aware of the following labels below?  (1=Yes, aware, 0= No not aware)
	[image: C:\Users\a1186785\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\INetCache\Content.MSO\4DA61D6.tmp]


SECTION II: ORGANIC RICE KNOWLEDGE AND CONSUMPTION 

	[bookmark: _Hlk65587473][bookmark: _Hlk67908110]2.1.1. Yes, heard from……………………………….
	2.1.2. No 
	


2.1 Have you ever seen or heard of rice that is sold as ‘ORGANIC OR CERTIFIED ORGANIC’/’GOOD AGRICULTURAL PRACTICE’? 
[bookmark: _Hlk65587502]2.2  What does the term ‘ORGANIC’/’GOOD AGRICULTURAL PRACTICE’ mean to you? (ask everyone)
	Statement about the meaning of organic 
	TRUE
	FALSE
	Don’t Know/ 
No opinion

	It’ s a chemical free production system 
	
	
	

	It’ s an environmentally friendly production system 
	
	
	

	It’s a production system concerned about animal welfare
	
	
	

	It’s an antibiotic and hormone free production system 
	
	
	

	It’s a production system that allows for some chemicals use e.g. fertiliser, pesticide, herbicide
	
	
	

	All of statements are applied
	
	
	

	None of them 
	
	
	


[bookmark: _Hlk65587523]
2.3 Do you ever buy organic rice? 
	2.3.1.  Yes, buy from ……………………………….
	2.3.2. No (Go to Q2.4)


If yes, what are ‘REASONS FOR’ you to consume/purchase organic rice? 
	The reason that I am BUYING organic rice: 
	Yes
	No
	Don’t know

	Better value for money 
	
	
	

	Guaranteed for better quality 
	
	
	

	A healthier choice 
	
	
	

	This is a product of superior nutritional value
	
	
	

	Safe - less likely to make me or my family sick
	
	
	

	Better taste/flavour 
	
	
	

	Free of pesticides/chemicals 
	
	
	

	Better for human and society 
	
	
	

	Better for environment 
	
	
	

	Produced in more sustainable manner 
	
	
	

	No different than others, e.g. marketing gimmick
	
	
	



2.4 What are reasons ‘REASONS AGAINST’ for you to not consume/purchase organic rice? (1= strongly disagree, 5= strongly agree)
	The reason that I am NOT buying organic rice is that: 
	Yes
	No
	Don’t know

	[bookmark: _Hlk65060417]I do not have access to information regarding the benefits of consuming organic rice
	
	
	

	Organic rice is not good value for my money
	
	
	

	[bookmark: _Hlk65060434]The price is too high 
	
	
	

	[bookmark: _Hlk65060448]They are not easy for me to access/not available where I can easily access them
	
	
	

	[bookmark: _Hlk65060465]I do not think that organic rice is produced organically
	
	
	



2.5 [bookmark: _Hlk68003574]What is the maximum amount extra that you would be willing to pay for a kilo of ‘CERTIFIED ORGANIC RICE’? …………………………………..LAK/Kg 





SECTION III: SOCIAL DEMOGRAPHIC INFORMATION

3.1 [bookmark: _Hlk65751021]What is your GENDER?
	Male 
	Female 


3.2 How old are you?  ……………………………..years old 
3.3 What is your highest EDUCATION LEVEL?
3.4 What is your MARITAL STATUS?
	No education  
	High school
	College 

	Primary school
	Vocational school
	Undergraduate  

	Secondary school
	High diploma  
	Postgraduate 



	Unmarried   
	 Widow 

	Married 
	 Others……………

	Divorced 
	






3.5 HOW MANY people are living in your household including yourself?.............

3.6 What is your current EMPLOYMENT STATUS? 
	Unemployed  
	A part-time student (Not working)

	Working full-time 
	Retired                             

	Working part-time  
	Full-time home duties 

	Both working & studying 
	

	A full time student (Not working )
	






If working, which sector are you working for……………………………………………………………

End of Interview!

AREA Working Paper Series, 2026, Paper 9	Page 1


image3.png
()

*B
e o,

nvfa.cm C.

b,

s

. vﬁ"

TR




image4.jpeg




image5.png




image6.jpeg
ACCREDITED




image7.png




image8.png
FAIRTRADE




image9.jpeg




image1.png
Retail Market I 72%

Wholesale Market - 42%
Supermarket - 13%
Informal Market (rice truck) FEEE T 48%
Organic Market B 4%
Online Platforms — 3%
Convenience Stores I 16%
Others —5%

0% 20% 40% 60%

80%




image2.jpeg
nziin Sudno





