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ABSTRACT
Owing to the increase in the Chinese student population in South Africa, the
establishment of a Chinese food market in the Cape Metropole is being mooted. This
article focuses on the food consumption behaviour of Chinese students who are
studying at the Cape Peninsula University of Technology (CPUT) and the University
of the Western Cape (UWC).

The analysis reveals that the majority of Chinese students eat two meals per day,
(usually skipping breakfast), they generally prefer not to eat at home, and they eat both
Chinese and South African food alternately. Furthermore, the attitudes of the
respondents towards Chinese and South African foods are influenced by factors such
as freshness, convenience and availability.

INTRODUCTION

The English environment and cheaper tuition fees in South Africa represent an attraction for
Chinese students. As part of the new relationship and cordial trade arrangements, the early 2000s
witnessed a growing number of Chinese students arriving in South Africa to acquire English
language skills and to further their tertiary education. According to the South African Foreign
Affairs (2003), there are 5 000 Chinese students living and studying in South Africa, a number
which is increasing every year. Owing to the growing Chinese student population in South Africa,
the establishment of a Chinese food market in the Cape Metropole is being mooted, and it is
therefore necessary to undertake research to define this potential market opportunity in order to
provide information to entrepreneurs who are interested in setting up such a business.

The focus of the research falls on Chinese students with regard to food consumption behaviour
in two selected tertiary institutions in the Cape Town metropolitan area so as to assess their choice,
consumption, attitudes and perceptions with regard to food products. Three questions were asked
in the research: firstly, what are the Chinese students’ consumption pattern and market outlet
choices currently; secondly, what are the Chinese students’ demographic characteristics and the
correlation between them and consumption behaviours; and thirdly, what are the attitudes and
preferences of the Chinese students towards Chinese and South African foods.

A great deal of academic literature exists on food consumption behaviour. Verbeke and Viaene
(1999:437) examined the consumer beliefs, attitudes and behaviour towards fresh beef, pork and
poultry through a survey with 320 fresh-meat consumers in Belgium. Verbeke and Viaene
(1999:438) analysed the data through a descriptive profile analysis, factor analysis and statistical
validation of perceived associations by means of chi-square, F- and T-statistics. Verbeke and
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Biaene (1999:438) then defined the most important factors for each meat product and were able to
forecast the future trends of meat consumption in Belgium.

Lopez and Verbeke (2005:823) also examined the attitude and behaviour of Belgians towards
Latin-American ethnic foods, and that of Hispanics living in Belgium towards mainstream
Belgian food. The role of socio-demographic characteristics, the interest of consumers in the
ethnic food, and the openness on food preference and choice among these two population groups
was analysed. The research concluded that Latin-American food consumption and the attitude of
Belgians were negatively correlated with the interest of consumers to the ethnic food, and
positively correlated with openness to new cultures. Hispanic’s adoption of traditional Belgian
cuisine was positively correlated with time of residence in Belgian and negatively correlated with
the maintenance of native social interaction and language use.

Zhang (2002:47) investigated the food consumption behaviour in Shanghai, China, and
attempted to gain insight into the Shanghai consumers’ consumption perceptions and uses with
regard to food products. Zhang’s (2002:49) research is limited to food products consisting only of
pork, beef, chicken, fresh milk, milk powder, yogurt, eggs and vegetables. Zhang’s questionnaire
contained question items on the frequency of consumption with respect to these products, their
market outlets, purchase behaviour, consumption trends and product perceptions regarding
different attributes. The research identified the most important variables which influenced the
frequency of consumers’ consumption of selected food products, such as pork, beef, fresh milk
and chicken.

Pan (1999:54) focuses on studying changes in food consumption patterns among Asian students
before and after immigration to the US. A self-administered questionnaire was used to collect the
information. This questionnaire involved a checklist and an open-ended format that was used to
obtain data regarding demographic characteristics, general food habits and consumption fre-
quency of selected food items. The differences in frequency of food consumption and eating
patterns of the respondents were analysed using the Paired-t statistic.

Pan (1999: 55) found that compared to their dining habits before emigrating to the US, the meal
consumption per day of students increased, and respondents ate out less often, preferring
American-style fast foods when they did so.

The above literature facilitated the development of the theoretical and normative framework for
the assessment of the food consumption behaviour of Chinese students at CPUT and UWC.

We all have thoughts, beliefs and opinions about people, behaviour and the world around us,
and consumer attitudes are important for understanding consumer behaviour. There are many
models illustrating how to measure attitude, the most influential multi-attribute model being that
proposed by Fishbein. According to the Fishbein attitude model, the consumer’s overall attitude
toward the product is the aggregation of his or her beliefs about each of its attributes as well as an
evaluation of the importance of that attribute providing the needed benefits.

RESEARCH METHOD

A self-administered questionnaire survey was selected as the primary source of data collection.
The questions in the questionnaire for the current survey were drawn from many previous food
consumption behaviour surveys. The selections of demographic characteristic variables were
predominantly based on those used in past studies of food consumption as identified in the
literature, but were adjusted according to the characteristics unique to Chinese students in the
present research. The majority of the Chinese students studying at these two institutions reside off
the campus. Since it is therefore difficult to contact them, the snowball sampling method was used
to collect responses. Three sections were designed to gather information regarding the respon-
dents: their demographic detail, their food consumption behaviour and their attitudes towards
Chinese food and South African food.
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Demographic questions
Variables that have been used to segment food consumers in past studies include gender, age,
place of residence, occupation, level of education and level of income (Veeck & Veeck 2000,
Lopez & Verbeke, 2005; Pan, 1999; Zhang, 2002; Silva & Yamao, 2006).

For the present study, five demographic questions were asked pertaining to gender, age,
residence, years of residence and monthly food expenditure. Because the research focused on the
Chinese students who study at CPUT and UWC, the level of education, income level, occupation
and marital status were not included in the questions.

Behaviour questions
The section regarding the food consumption habits of Chinese students contained questions about
number of meals consumed daily; the meal most commonly skipped and the reason for doing so;
frequency of cooking at home and the reason for doing so; frequency of eating out and types of
restaurants selected; and the reason for choosing to eat out. Questions pertaining to the frequency
of shopping at a Chinese and/or a South African supermarket were also included.

Attitude questions
The final selection collected information with respect to participants’ attitudes towards South
African and Chinese food. The Fishbein model was used to test the attitudes of Chinese students.
The participants evaluated attributes of food products — which include price, quality, healthiness,
convenience, availability, taste and freshness — on a scale between ‘very important’ and ‘not
important’. Subsequently the participants measured their beliefs about each of the attributes of
Chinese and South African food on Likert scales. Finally, the formula of the Fishbein model was
employed to calculate and analyse which kind of food the Chinese students prefer. The most
important factors which affect the final decision of Chinese students were also identified.

Univariate and bivariated analyses were used for the present research. The Fishbein attitude
model was used to test the respondents’ food consumption attitude towards both Chinese and
South African food. Frequency tables were used to summarise the demographic details of the
respondents. Pearson’s chi-square tests were used to test whether there are differences in the
responses between groups of respondents. Cronbach’s alpha was used to investigate the reliability
of scales used in measuring the respondents’ food consumption attitude. Analysis of variance
(ANOVA) was used to compare how significantly the means vary from one another. T-tests were
conducted in order to interpret whether there is a significant difference between students’ attitudes
towards the two types of food.

The questionnaire was first designed in English and evaluated intensively with different sector
representations and consumer researchers, and then was translated into Chinese. A pilot study was
conducted with these translated questionnaires, which were completed by three Chinese students.
Any confusing questions were deleted prior to final distribution. The questionnaire included
close-ended questions in the form of standardised and fixed-alternative questions, sets of response
alternatives and fixed measurement scales.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
A total number of 127 respondents participated in this research study, of which (see Table 1) 75
were males (59%) and 52 were females (41%). Of all these students, the age group was
concentrated mostly between 16 and 25 (55% of the population), with 43% between the ages of 26
and 35. Only three respondents were over the age of 36.

According to the findings, only 16.8% of the students live in the campus residence, 26.4%
reside with other South Africans, and the majority (56.8%) stay alone off campus.

As far as the amount of money spent on food is concerned, 31.75% spend between R501 and
R1 000 per month, 30.95% between R1 001 and R1 500 per month, 15.87% between R1 501 and
R2 000, and 13.49% between R2 001 and R2 500. Only 7.94% spend less than R500 per month on
food.
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The majority of respondents eat two or three meals a day (50.39% and 41.73% respectively),
and about 6.3% have more than three meals a day, while only 1.57% consume only one meal per
day. Of the 127 respondents, 103 (81%) ignore at least one meal per day, usually breakfast, which
counts for 48.03% of the responses, 20.47% skip lunch and 6.3% skip supper. About 25.2% do not
ignore any meal. When answering the reason why they skip the particular meal, of the 103
students, 50.49% feel they do not have time to cook, 22.33% feel they are not hungry at the time,
18.45% sleep or rest, and 8.74% state they have other reasons.

Many students find they do not have much time for cooking (50.49%). More than 89% of the
students cook at home, majority of them once or twice per day. Of the students who choose to
cook at home, 40.48% believe they would spend less if they ate at home. Of those students who
choose to eat out, 35.71% report they go out only for a change. Of the respondents, 73.81% cook
traditional Chinese food during the traditional Chinese festivals. The majority (more than 80%) of
students shop at Chinese supermarkets every week. Less than half of the students can cook South
African food, and over 97% of the students shop at least once per week at the South African
supermarkets.

The interpretation from chi-squared results supplies the following findings:
6 Females shop more often than males, suggesting they can obtain necessary food from local

South African supermarkets. This accords with the practical reality that many Chinese girls
who go abroad like the sweet and dairy-food products very much, whereas in Chinese
supermarkets these are scarce.

6 Students of the age group 26–35 spend more money on food than those of other age groups.
The students between the ages of 16 and 25 are not very fond of cooking, while the students
over the age of 35 cook more often by themselves. However, it is hard to say that these are
the reasons that the younger students or the older students spend less on food, unless the
younger ones skip meals or the older consume food more economically.

6 Students who live off campus spend more money on food, suggesting that they possibly
enjoy a better shopping environment. The percentage of these students who can cook South
African food is higher than those who live on campus, suggesting that the students who live
off campus adapt to the South African food style much more readily.

6 There is also a strong association between the years of residence in South Africa and the
amount of money spent on food – the longer students stay in South Africa, the more they
spend on food.

6 Those who have lived in South African for longer than five years seem to have become
accustomed to South African food, and the majority of them can cook it.

6 The students who spend less money only eat out on rare occasions, and when they do, they
eat out for a change of taste. The students who want to avoid cooking spend more money and
eat out often; some of them can even cook South African food.

6 The students who eat more meals per day also cook many more times per week, considering
that the primary reason for eating at home is a financial issue. This finding suggests that the
students who eat more meals per day mostly cook at home. They do not believe it is
convenient to have meals out, yet they will occasionally do so for a change.

6 Most of the respondents feel cooking is a burden, even though they must eat. They tend to
skip mostly breakfast, and they cook less often than those who eat all the meals of the day.

6 It is not surprising that the majority of students (71.43%) still like Chinese food and prefer
Chinese restaurants. Over 87% of the students still cook traditional Chinese food during
traditional festivals. Those who cook fewer times per week prefer Chinese restaurants more
than those who cook more often. It is likely that the students who cook less often are not good
at cooking and go to Chinese restaurants to eat decent meals since they believe this is more
convenient. Those who cook more often per week may be better at cooking and would go to a
South African restaurant largely for a change.
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6 Many of those who cook more than six times per week also shop at local South African
supermarkets often, possibly meaning that they have adapted well to the lifestyle in South
Africa. Most interesting is the finding that those who shop at a Chinese supermarket more
than five times a week also shop at a South African supermarket as often, suggesting that
these students enjoy mixed styles of food, and can possibly cook Chinese food with South
African ingredients, or even the other way around.

The average score of the attitude towards Chinese food is less than the average score of the
attitude towards South African food. Of the respondents, 22.83% prefer Chinese food, and 72.44%
prefer South African food. Generally speaking, students ranked the importance of food attributes
in the following order: sanitary and healthy, freshness, quality, taste, price, availability and
convenience. The students feel that the factors that attract them to consume Chinese food from
most to least are: taste, sanitary and healthy, quality, freshness, availability, convenience and price.
As far as the attraction of South African food features is concerned, the students are mostly
attracted in the order of: availability, convenience, freshness, quality, sanitary and healthy, tastes
and price.

CONCLUSION

To summarise, it appears that the majority of students can cook Chinese food, and would shop at
both Chinese and South African supermarkets at least once a week. Mostly importantly, the
majority of them eat both Chinese and South African food alternately. Chinese students like their
traditional food, and also feel comfortable with the South African food. It is suggested that these
students can adapt to this mixed eating style if they believe that they can afford to eat out
whenever they consider it convenient to do so. The attitudes of the respondents towards Chinese
and South African foods are influenced by factors such as freshness, convenience and availability.

It is recommended that the future study should use a more detailed questionnaire which covers
questions that would answer how the respondents’ food consumption behaviour and attitude were
formed.

It is also suggested that a multi-regression model be developed in order to provide more
independent variables, which include more detailed questions pertaining to food consumption
patterns. By utilising a more comprehensive questionnaire and implementing more viable
statistical models, the reasons for food consumption behaviour and attitude could be better
explored.
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