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Abstract
Food safety is a widely recognized concern in Vietnam. Public officials, companies and
consumers find different ways to address risks of pesticide residues and bacterial contami-
nation related to the use of fresh vegetables in daily diets. The response of the government
to these food safety risks includes the modernization and regulation of the food retail
system. However, reforms that aim to offer a controlled and predictable provision of fresh
vegetables through supermarkets seem to contrast with the daily consumer practices in a
dynamic city as Hanoi; over 95% of vegetables is still being purchased at long-established
open-air markets, importantly the informal and unhygienic street markets. Using a prac-
tices theory approach, this paper aims to explain this persistence of street-market shopping
for vegetables. Detailed accounts of consumer practices, case studies at different retailing
sites and daily logbooks of consumers demonstrate that the way consumers cope with food
safety risks is largely shaped by the temporal and spatial constraints of their daily shopping
practices. We identified how vegetable shopping is either enjoyed as social interaction
within the local community or is regarded a time-consuming activity that conflicts with
other activities in everyday life. Our findings indicate how these constraints constitute a
reinforcing mechanism for the persistence of uncontrolled and unhygienic street markets.
To make policy responses to food safety risks both more realistic and effective, it is
essential to connect to and accommodate the daily realities of consumers managing time
and space in a modernizing city rather than to impose an ideal, typical market exclusively
driven by the wish to control food safety risks.

Introduction
In a period of two decades, Vietnam transformed from one of the
poorest countries in the world to one of the most dynamic emerg-
ing economies, with an average gross domestic product growth of
6.2% in the period 2000–2012 (Trading Economics, 2013). The
modernization is omnipresent and most noticeable in the rapid rise
of skyscrapers, the knock-down of complete residential areas for
road construction and the transformation of rural zones into mod-
ernized urban residential areas. Urbanization and rural-to-urban
migration not only put pressure on urban infrastructure but also on
the provision of daily fresh food. The distanciation of production–
consumption relationships (Giddens, 1991) and the intensification
of cultivation methods as a response to a growing urban demand
for vegetables with a declining farmland acreage resulted in a
situation wherein food safety is both a real (Van Hoi et al., 2009)
and a perceived threat (Figuié et al., 2004) to the Vietnamese
citizen consumer.

The government regards safe and healthy food provisioning
important for social stability and strives to establish food safety

control systems from production to consumption, with policies
addressing both the application of agro-chemicals as well as
hygiene practices (Vietnam Food Safety Law, 2011; Vietnam
News, 2012, Interview with Deputy Prime Minister).1 Retail mod-
ernization is regarded an important instrument in both respects as
supermarket chains are known to implement private food safety
management systems and maintain food hygiene standards
(Reardon, 2006).2 Further, by national regulation, all vegetables

1The Food Safety Law (FSL) is the umbrella guidance on food safety,
dividing responsibility for testing and enforcement of food safety among
the Ministries of Agriculture and Rural Development (MARD), Health
(MOH), and Industry and Trade (MOIT).
2Example: MERTO Cash & Carry Vietnam implemented its private GAP-
based METRO Requirement system to ensure safe vegetable production
and operates a mobile kitchen to train customers and suppliers in hygienic
food handling; http://www.freshstudio.vn/index.php/what-we-do/projects/
quality-assurance-project/item/122-private-gap-implementation-for-large-
wholesaler; http://www.vir.com.vn/news/en/corporate/metro-cash-__carry
-contributing-to-quality-of-life-in-vietnam.html (accessed on 6 February
2014).
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entering modern retail outlets are required to carry the certificates
by the Vietnam authorities attesting that the vegetables have been
produced in accordance with the national regulations on safe veg-
etable production (MARD, 1998, 2007, 2008).

This retail modernization policy combines well with the gov-
ernment’s ambition to transform the capital in a prosperous and
civilized modern city (Geertman, 2011). The Vietnamese govern-
ment, specifically the Hanoi Peoples Committee (HPC), strives to
reduce the provision of fresh vegetables via wet markets and
informal street vending while it stimulates the development of
supermarkets and convenience stores (Moustier, 2006; Maruyama
and Trung, 2007). Government plans, although not yet formally
approved by the HPC, propose to reduce long-established wet
markets in urban Hanoi from a total of 97 in 2010 to around 15
markets in 2020, with the majority to be replaced by modern
style super- and hypermarkets (HealthBridge, 2011). The expec-
tation of the policy makers is that reducing long-established
modes of provision results in higher sales penetration of the more
controlled, ‘modern’ and thus safer alternative of super- and
hypermarkets.

Despite the interventions realized so far, top-down enforced
retail modernization has not yet managed to attract the Vietnamese
consumer for daily fresh vegetables. Notwithstanding HPC’s
efforts to encourage the break with existing routines in vegetable
purchasing, consumers appear not to adopt the new retail alterna-
tives. On the contrary, the persistent preference of vegetable shop-
pers for established sales structures drives the mushrooming of
unhygienic street markets that lack formal food safety guarantees
such as certification, as well as basic hygiene facilities such as
adequate water supply, drainage and waste treatment systems
(World Health Organization, 2006).

Our paper seeks to explain the persistence of street-market
shopping for vegetables in Hanoi by investigating the practices
wherein consumers handle food safety concerns in combination
with other choices about where and when to buy. In this paper, we
first situate the consistency in the everyday practice of purchasing
vegetables at open-air markets during early mornings within the
context of induced organizational changes in vegetable retailing in
Hanoi. Next, we present the varied practices of purchasing veg-
etables at six informal street markets and portray daily consump-
tion practices on the basis of daily vegetable consumption
logbooks. These practices form the entry point for deepening our
insight in how consumers manage spatial and temporal constraints
in the daily practices of buying vegetables.

Our practice-based approach, which is further motivated in the
following section, clarifies the limits to the influence of policy on
the daily practices of food consumers. Induced organizational
changes are less likely to succeed if they necessitate a modification
in the routinized ways through which consumers manage the dif-
ferent material dimensions of buying vegetables, specifically food
safety risks, place and time. The tendency in policy to address food
safety risks via communication and regulation that target the iso-
lated and assumedly conscious choice making of individual con-
sumers detaches external interventions from the distinct logic of
daily consumption practices embedded in the temporal and spatial
features of city life. In our concluding section, we discuss the
potential of social practices research for informing policy inter-
ventions in the non-OECD (Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development) country Vietnam.

A social practices approach
to consumption
Our research context is the transformative retail environment of
Vietnam’s capital Hanoi. The importance of taking Hanoi as
research setting is the prominent dichotomy between, on the one
hand, the political organization, which allows for strong state
intervention policies directing towards retail modernization, and,
on the other hand, the cultural embedded daily practices of shop-
ping at open-air markets. Research conducted in Vietnam demon-
strates the importance of traditional vending systems and focuses
mainly upon specific parts of the retail system – e.g. on street
vending (Jensen and Peppard, 2007), on supermarket development
(Maruyama and Trung, 2012), on wet markets (Geertman, 2011),
on implications of supermarket development for poor consumers
(Figuié and Moustier, 2009), or describe the food system transfor-
mation through a demand analysis (Mergenthaler et al., 2009).

In this paper, we apply a social practices approach to under-
stand how private practitioners respond to policy interventions
(Shove and Walker, 2010; Evans et al., 2012). This choice is
motivated by three arguments. Firstly, social practices research
emphasizes contextual complexity in food consumption (Warde,
2005; Kjaernes and Holm, 2007; Spaargaren et al., 2012). We
study vegetable purchasing within the wider and continuously
developing context of the range of food shopping options open to
consumers. When it comes to vegetable shopping, supermarkets
in Asia are competing with other – mostly well-established –
forms of vegetable provision (Humphrey, 2007). Understanding
why some vegetable retailing sites are more successful in attract-
ing consumers than others might help improve future policy
interventions in food provision.

Secondly, the dominant approach to date has been to address
consumption as conscious and deliberate choice making (Frewer
and Van Trijp, 2007; Gorton et al., 2011). However, whether sites
of consumption are more or less able to attract daily vegetable
purchasers is not mainly a matter of individual choice, but is
importantly driven by the routinized and partly non-conscious
behaviours of citizen consumers in the structure of daily life
(Spaargaren, 2003; Warde, 2005; Oosterveer et al., 2007; Shove,
2010; Shove et al., 2012; Spaargaren et al., 2012). Shopping for
vegetables is such a highly routinized and habitual activity. Previ-
ous research in Vietnam indicated that when shopping for their
daily vegetables, consumers do not easily go beyond their existing
behavioural routines, even when food safety concerns would
urge them to do so (S.C.O. Wertheim-Heck et al., unpublished).
Addressing consumption as a social practice rather than the final
outcome of individual behaviour allows the inclusion of non-
deliberate, highly routinized and habitual activity.

Our third argument is that understanding why consumers do not
switch to supermarkets includes more dimensions than become
visible when looking at shopping for vegetables as a practice
isolated from other facets of daily life. The limited impact of
policy interventions in changing behavioural patterns is argued to
be attributable to the interrelatedness of practices (Shove et al.,
2012; Warde and Southerton, 2012). Shopping for vegetables is an
integrated part of a whole set of activities that together shape daily
life (Røpke, 2009). The linkages of vegetable purchasing with
other practices either facilitate or prevent the shift into modern
retail, whether conscious or not. It is at the core of a social

Constrained practices and food safety concerns S.C.O. Wertheim-Heck et al.

International Journal of Consumer Studies

© 2014 John Wiley & Sons Ltd

2



practices approach to address consumption from within the
interconnectedness of activities in daily life.

In studying the situated action of daily vegetable purchasing at
street markets, we analyse the activities based upon time-spatial
dimensions. As put by Schatzki (2009, p. 35), ‘time-spaces form a
kind of infrastructure through which human activities coordinate
and aggregate’. This allows us to better understand in what sense
the everyday practice of shopping for vegetables is an integrated
part in the total set of activities that constitute daily life. A prac-
tices approach makes it possible to understand the manner in
which practices compete and collaborate with each other (Shove
et al., 2009). Through an analysis of the safe vegetable retailing
context and everyday vegetable purchasing practices of consumers
therein, we have explored why to date supermarkets in Vietnam
remain only marginally successful in attracting daily vegetable
shoppers, even when food safety concerns would urge them to buy
at supermarkets. The central question in this research is, what
explains the persistence of vegetable shopping at street markets
that do not offer formal food safety guarantees in Hanoi, Vietnam?

Methods and material – staged at the
retailing sites
Our research was conducted in 2012 and focused upon Hanoi’s 10
urban districts.3 We applied a mix of qualitative and quantitative
methods following a concurrent triangulation design (Fig. 1). The
mix of methods included both direct (observations) and indirect
(survey, intercept- and in-depth interviews) access to action and
interaction, without privileging observation methods above inter-
cept interviews (Atkinson and Coffey, 2003). In our analysis, the
mix of methods served the purpose of maximizing validity in
analytical generalizations (Halkier and Jensen, 2011). With the
aim to discern distinct patterns of situated events (Kjaernes and
Holm, 2007), all qualitative material was coded, categorized and
entered in Excel (Microsoft Excel for Mac version 2011) for both

numerical and textual analysis. The consumer survey was pro-
cessed in SPSS (IBM SPSS Statistics Version 20, USA) and ana-
lysed using descriptive statistics.

To situate the studied practice of shopping for vegetables at
street markets within the organizational set-up of vegetable retail-
ing in Hanoi, in the period April–May 2012, a safe vegetable retail
census was conducted within the formal system of vegetable
retailing. Most vegetables in Hanoi are sold without explicit food
safety claims. Our census focused upon outlets registered with the
Hanoi Department of Industry and Trade for safe vegetable distri-
bution and offering vegetables with explicit food safety claims
through billboards and produce packaging. Our census included
every supermarket and convenience store in urban Hanoi. Further,
every street and every formal wet market in the 10 urban districts
of Hanoi was searched for vegetable shops, kiosks and stalls
explicitly claiming to sell safe vegetables.4

To verify consumer insights, a survey research was conducted at
49 different vegetable retailing sites including 1404 consumers.
The survey across different types of retail (from modern super-
market to shop within wet market) mainly functioned as validating
study and included questions on frequency of vegetable shopping
(per week and per outlet), food safety concerns, trust in food safety
claims and socio-demographics (91% women, average age 33
years, average household size of four people).

We studied the vegetable selling and purchasing practices
within six street markets to gain more insights in the details of
purchasing practices. The street markets were selected to provide
for a representation of contextual variations in street markets:
ranging from street markets that are actively being repressed by
regular policy raids, to tolerated street markets in new urban areas,
including the oldest informal market of Hanoi. Within these street
markets, a combination of observational research and intercept
interviews was applied.

To deepen the understanding of the daily life worlds of consum-
ers in relation to vegetable consumption, the research was com-
plemented with 21 daily logbooks in which consumers were asked

3Hanoi comprises 10 urban districts (Ba Dinh, Cau Giay, Dong Da, Ha
Dong, Hai Ba Trung, Hoan Kiem, Hoang Mai, Long Bien, Tay Ho and
Thanh Xuan), one town and 18 suburban districts. The 10 urban districts
account for 7% of the total Hanoi land surface and 37.4% of the total Hanoi
population. Source: Hanoi.gov.vn.

4These claims included ‘rau an toan’, which translates to ‘safe vegetables’,
‘rau sach’, which translates to ‘clean vegetables’, and ‘rau huu co’, which
translates to ‘organic vegetables’. Our census learned that many retail sites
communicated a combination of ‘rau an toan’, ‘rau sach’ and ‘rau huu co’.

Qualitative data 
collection and analysis

Quantitative data collection
and analysis

• 31 retail interviews 

• Case studies of 6 street
markets (repeated site visits, shopper 
observations and intercept interviews)

• 21 consumption logbooks

• Shopper survey (n= 1404; across 49
retail sites)

• Census of safe vegetable outlets covering 
10 urban districts of Hanoi

• 183 structured vegetable retail sites
observations (checklist)

Institutional 
analysis

Actor
analysis

Figure 1 Mixed method: concurrent triangu-
lation design.
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to write down their daily vegetable consumption activities from
shopping (including transportation) to preservation, preparation
and up until consumption for the duration of 1 week. These log-
books provided details such as type of vegetables and volumes
consumed, shopping frequency, location of purchase and distance
to home. All 21 logbooks were preceded by an intake interview at
the house of the participant to understand the household compo-
sition and generic household practices related to vegetable con-
sumption from purchasing to preparation).

Findings
In this section, we first discuss the structure and organization of
the system of vegetable retailing in Hanoi. Next, we present
descriptions of purchasing practices observed at different vegeta-
ble retailing sites and investigate in more detail how consumers
organize their daily purchase of fresh vegetables. We distinguish
two distinct time-spatial constrained purchasing practices and
show that how consumers manage the spatial or the temporal
dimension of buying vegetables may offer an explanation for the
way food safety risks are handled.

The organizational set-up of vegetable
buying in Hanoi

The system of vegetable retailing in Hanoi consists of a formal
provisioning structure planned and managed through business reg-
istration by the central government and the HPC and a more
informal structure characterized by unlicensed, unregistered busi-
ness operations. Table 1 shows a schematic overview of the Hanoi
vegetable retail provisioning, which indicates the various types of
sales outlets identified.

Our census learned that supermarkets and convenience stores
account for around 2.3% (see Table 2) of the total vegetable con-
sumption in urban Hanoi. These outlets are also largely (71%)
responsible for safe vegetable provisioning in Hanoi. Further, our
research indicates that at least 95% of total vegetables consumed
are sold and thus purchased at less regulated and hygienic outlets
(whether at formal wet markets or through informal street
vending) without an explicit food safety proposition.

Although supermarkets represent 63% of total safe vegetable
sales in urban Hanoi, the 2% supermarket share in total vegetable
consumption is remarkably low. Especially, given the retail

Table 1 Overview of the various types of veg-
etable retailing outlets in Hanoi across the
formal and the informal retail structure

Formal Informal
Registered permanent
business (business license)

Non-registered flexible
business (no business license)

Recently introduced retail
concepts

Supermarkets
Convenience stores

Hybrid retail concept Vegetable shops

Long-established retail concepts Stalls (outside wet market) Flexible stalls
(within wet market)

Kiosk (within wet market) Street markets
Stall (within wet market) Ambulant vendors

Source: Safe Vegetable outlet census research in 10 urban districts of Hanoi, April–May 2012.

Table 2 Overview of sales as percentage of total vegetable consumption for different types of sales channels; 10 urban districts of Hanoi

Vegetable
sales in T/day

Market share as percentage
of total safe vegetable sales (%)

Market share as percentage
of total vegetable consumption (%)

Total vegetable consumptiona 700.4 100

Vegetable sales of total outlets with a safe vegetable
proposition (census)

22.2 100 3.2

Supermarket sales 14b 63 2.0
Convenience stores sales 1.8c 8 0.3
Safe vegetable shops sales 3.5c 16 0.5
Sales of safe vegetable kiosks and stalls within

wet-markets
2.9c 13 0.4

aCalculation based on (1) urban population of 2,415,073 in 2012 (April 2009 GSO census data and annual growth rate of 3.5% for urban Hanoi) and
(2) per capita vegetable consumption in Hanoi of 290 gr/day: source: International Food Policy Research Institute Fruits and Vegetables in Vietnam:
Adding Value from Farmer to Consumer (2002) and cross checked with consumption data from household dairy in this research that indicated
vegetable consumption of over 300 gr/day.
bAggregated data from Fresh Studio retail sales database (detailed information remains confidential) and in-depth interviews; this volume includes the
sales of wholesaler METRO Cash & Carry despite the facts that (1) one store is officially located outside the urban districts and (2) Metro also sells
to wholesalers that distribute their vegetables in neighboring provinces.
cSales information on convenience stores, safe vegetable shops, kiosks and stalls obtained through census research and in-depth retailer interviews
as well as information from the Plant Protection department (PPD); average sales volume 50 kg/day
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turnover growth (16% from 2011 to 2012; General Statistics
Office of Vietnam) and policy focusing upon supermarket devel-
opment. Further, the percentage of 3.2% of safe vegetable sales, as
percentage of total vegetable consumption, is remarkably low,
given the high consumer concerns about food safety. Our shopper
survey indicates that 93% of consumers are concerned with the
safety of vegetables they consume on a daily basis and that 71%
trusts the safety of vegetables most when offered with government
food safety certification. The measured volume of safe vegetable
sales (in tons/day) is only 3.5% of the vegetable consumption by
food safety concerned consumers, and only 4.6% of the consump-
tion by people who state to trust food safety certification (see
Table 3).

Our shopper survey confirms that the main reason for people to
shop at outlets claiming to sell safe vegetables is food safety.
Without significant differences across outlets, 72% of the respond-
ents answered food safety to be the main reason to purchase
vegetables at the retail site where they were interviewed, followed
by freshness with 19%, assortment on offer with 6%, convenience
with 3.6% and price with 0.4%. Secondly, our survey data show
that respondents interviewed within supermarkets purchase veg-
etables less frequent (only 36% everyday/54% more than 4–5
times per week), compared with respondents interviewed in all
other channels (72% every day and 90% more than 4–5 times per
week). Thirdly, our survey indicates that for all shoppers inter-
viewed in supermarkets, the supermarket is not the primary veg-
etable purchasing location (see Table 4).

Although recognized and valued as safe vegetable retail outlet,
in everyday life supermarkets are not adopted as the main site for
vegetable purchasing, whereas safe vegetable stalls and kiosks
within the traditional wet markets are. The main reason for pur-
chasing vegetables at supermarkets appears to be instigated
by the food safety proposition; however, the everyday practice
of purchasing vegetables seems to be primarily shaped by space
and time constraints, which are described in the following
sections.

With supermarkets and convenience stores to date, only mar-
ginal successful in attracting daily vegetable consumers and with
the formal traditional retail (the wet markets) being forced back
by the government, informal street vending, whether fixed or
mobile, is capturing the vacuum. Amidst all the changes enforced
upon the formal system of provision, especially since 2010, infor-

mal street markets seem to flourish as never before. Where the
government is tightening its grip on the formal system of provi-
sion to improve the safety of daily consumed foods, the informal
system remains difficult to control. This brings us back to our
central research question why consumers purchase their daily
vegetables mainly at the less controlled and unhygienic street
markets.

Buying practices in street markets

Could the persistence of street markets that do not offer formal
food safety guarantees partly be explained through a study of the
everyday purchasing practices of consumers? In seeking to under-
stand this persistence within the context of urban development and
retail modernization policies, we studied the performed vegetable
buying practices of consumers at six informal street markets.
Table 5 provides an overview of the descriptions of the street
markets and the observed practices therein.

Street markets are self-organized. No formal rules and regula-
tions apply, but recurrent patterns are observed in terms of the
same clusters of vegetable vendors at the same location every day.
The case studies of street markets reveal various differences:
located in the centre of the city vs. in new residential areas on the
urban outskirts, in the vicinity of supermarkets or in the absence of
new and more controlled retail alternatives, tolerated vs. actively
suppressed by government officials, or long time existence vs.
recently appeared.

Table 3 Indicative share of safe vegetable sales in vegetable consumption

All consumers

Consumers that
are concerned
about food safety

Consumers that
trust food safety
certification

Percentage of Hanoi urban population (%) 100 93a 71a

Total vegetable consumption in T/dayb 700.4 T/day 629.2 T/day 480.3
Safe vegetable sales (22.2 T/dayc) as percentage of consumption (%) 3.2 3.5% 4.6

aBased on consumer survey (n = 1404): 93% respondents stated to be concerned about vegetable safety and 71% stated to trust food safety
certification.
bCalculation based on (1) urban population of 2,415,073 in 2012 (April 2009 GSO census data and annual growth rate of 3,5% for urban Hanoi) and
(2) per capita vegetable consumption in Hanoi of 290 gr/day. Source: International Food Policy Research Institute Fruits and Vegetables in Vietnam:
Adding Value from Farmer to Consumer (2002) and cross checked with consumption data from household dairy in this research that indicated
vegetable consumption of over 300 gr/day.
cSee Table 1.

Table 4 Overview of vegetable purchasing frequency across retail sites

Location of interview (only
sites that claimed to sell
safe vegetables included)

Percentage of respondents
purchasing vegetables more
than 4–5 times per week,
answering to purchase at
location of interview

Supermarket 36
Convenience store 75
Vegetable shop 62
Safe vegetable stall/kiosk in

wet market
96

Source: Shopper survey, n = 1404.
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Table 5 Description of street markets and observed practices therein

Short description of the street market and its contextual setting Observed purchasing practices and consumer profiles

1 Oldest street market in Hanoi

This street market extended considerably after the construction of
the two new main inner-city roads it connects. It is the longest
street market in Hanoi.

• Shoppers by foot purchasing at a low pace allowing for chats
and negotiations with vendors and other shoppers. Mostly older
women and young mums with kids.

• Shoppers driving their motorbike through the narrow street,
remaining on their bike for a quick purchase (keeping the engine
running). Mostly of a younger age (<35 years) and a rather equal
divide between men and women.

2 Local neighbourhood street market withstanding social and

architectural change

A previous local village adjacent to Hanoi has over the past 15
years transformed into a popular residential area for Western
expatriates.

• Shoppers are mostly from the local neighbourhood and vary
between older women and young mums with kids. Everybody
seems to know everybody. Product evaluation and price
negotiation seem more the habitual social ‘play’ than a serious
act of purchasing decision making.

• Some people shop while sitting on their motorbike but also
those people seem to know the vendors and enjoy a brief daily
chat.

3 Street market in street with newly build modern apartment

complexes

Cheap housing for university students is modernized into a
residential area for urbanites. Although the new urban
development included a supermarket, vendors selling fresh
produce populate the streets.

• Neighbourhood shoppers doing their daily purchases while
walking and talking. Mostly women.

• Shoppers driving through on the motorbike (coming from the
main road) and quickly halting for a purchase mostly of a
younger age (approximately <35 years) and both men and
women

4 Informal wholesale/retail market at the edge of the

urbanization

Previous rural area (agricultural land) on the outskirts of urban
Hanoi is turned into a new urban residential area. The new urban
development did not provide for wet markets, but only for
supermarkets. Supermarkets are located along the main roads.
The studied informal market is not particularly conveniently
located, as it is at the absolute outer skirt of the urban
construction zone; people have to do effort to go there.

• During observations, some people were shopping by foot,
although most shoppers were driving through either on bicycle
or on motorbike. The motivation to shop there and not at the
nearby supermarket appeared to be a combination of
‘drive-through convenience’, freshness, price and habit to shop
for fresh produce at the market.

5 Construction site temporarily turned into street market

Previous residential area in down town Hanoi demolished for road
construction. In becoming a large dual carriageway, one side of
the road was completed. The other side was still a dusty sand
pit. The central reservation functioned as storage for
construction materials like sewer pipes but was also used as a
garbage dump including for slaughter waste. Amidst this
construction zone and under the most unhygienic conditions, a
large-scale street market operated.

The market consisted of two sides:
• One side (sand pit) had the setup of a ‘walk through’ market:

shoppers walking through the market while doing their
purchases and taking their time to chat and negotiate with the
local vendors. The large majority of these shoppers were
women.

• The other side of the market was located along the newly
constructed road and offered a drive along shopping option:
shoppers remaining seated on their motorbike while shopping
or stopping at the side of the road and quickly walking up and
down to vendors purchasing some vegetables. The short
business transactions by men and women of younger age
(<35 years).

6 Illegal vending along one of the main entrance roads into the

city coming from the North

With irregular raids, fines and even imprisonment authorities are
actively striving to eradicate street vending along this road.
However, street vendors keep on re-appearing within a couple of
days after every raid. Apparently the business of street vendors
is good enough to accept the risk of fines and imprisonment.

• Shoppers driving by quickly stop and shop along the road. When
purchasing products they do not move from their motorbike
(often the engine remains running). The vendors select the
products, weigh the products and hand the products over to the
customers with one hand, while collecting the payment with the
other. After the transaction customers quickly drive on. Shoppers
observed are mostly of younger age (<35 years) and both men
and women. Several shoppers were talking on their mobile
phone while doing their purchases and did not seem really
engaged in the whole transaction.
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Although the street markets show considerable differences, a
consistency in the practices of buying vegetables becomes visible.
We identified two main types of purchasing practices: People are
either taking their time when purchasing vegetables ‘walking and
talking’ or quickly walk through or drive along and do their ‘shop-
ping without stopping’. In the practice of purchasing daily veg-
etables, consumers appear to make constrained choices that are
either of a more spatial or of a more temporal nature. To deepen
our understanding of these apparent constrained choices, we
explored the daily consumption practices of consumers through
daily logbooks.

Daily consumption practices

The daily logbooks of 21 consumers provide a clear picture of the
everyday early morning shopping practices (see Table 6). People
who work outside their home purchase vegetables in the early
morning around 6:30–7:00 a.m. and people who do not work
outside their home between 7:00 and 8:00 a.m. Vegetables are
purchased mostly within walking distance from the home, or on
the way from home to school of kids or work. Respondents
referred to their main sites for purchasing as ‘local market’
whether being a formal wet market or a more informal street
market. The reasons mentioned for the selected sites for vegetable
purchasing are convenience, personal relation with the vendors
and believe that vendors can be trusted when they provide infor-
mation about their produce on sale: ‘When I buy from vendors
who I know personally, I don’t have to worry about food safety.
They advise me what to buy.’ Vegetables are purchased 6–7 times
per week, and per shopping trip, 2–3 kg of vegetables is pur-

chased, which translates to a per capita consumption of around
300 g/day (taken vegetable waste into consideration). The practice
of daily shopping for vegetables in one-household portions is
instigated by the cultural conventions that vegetables are an abso-
lute ‘must have’ in the daily diet, preferably in every meal, and
need to be everyday fresh, preferably harvested the day of pur-
chase. Besides, Vietnamese consumers at large do not plan their
consumption ahead. As a consumer illustrative remarked during an
interview: ‘We eat when we are hungry and we consume what is
available.’

All logbooks reflect an early morning shopping practice before
8:00 a.m. With supermarkets opening at 8:00 or 9:00 a.m. in the
morning, they do not provide for an alternative in the early
morning. Secondly, most shoppers appreciate the personal inter-
action with and the advice of the vendors when selecting what
vegetables to purchase, a service not available in supermarkets.
Thirdly, all shoppers purchase their vegetables within an action
radius of maximum 800 m from the home; for walking shoppers,
this was reported maximum 300 m. The main reason for vicinity
of shopping location is that all shoppers went straight back home
after shopping, even when purchasing before going to work.
Further, the logbooks show a remarkable consistency in how veg-
etable safety is dealt with within existing behavioural routines and
how they become prominent in deciding what vegetables to buy.

Consumers’ practices managing
space constraints

Both the study of purchasing practices at wet markets and
daily logbooks indicate that everyday consumption practices

Table 6 Exemplary excerpts from consumer journals

Excerpt from journal 4: Ms Binh
7:30, I walked to Tu Lien market which is 300 m away my home. The reason why I buy vegetables here is because it’s the nearest market. I

bought vegetables at vegetable stalls of traders and Tu Lien inhabitants. Vegetables were displayed on a wooden stand and flat baskets. I
bought a bundle of pak choi (around 500 gr), 700 gr cabbages, 1 bundle of rau can (round 300 gram), 600 gr potato

I selected not too young pak choi . I smelled pak choi, there was no smell of chemical. My familiar seller said to me that it was clean/ safe
vegetable. I smelled cabbage too. I selected not too glossy looking ‘rau can’

Excerpt from journal 8: Ms Ha
At 7:30 I went to the market by motorbike to buy vegetables because it was near home. I search for vendors with the best looking vegetables
I bought: 1 bunch of morning glory (choose small tops to fry softer), 2 bulbs of kohlrabi (choose small stalks with many pollens so it was fresh

and good)
I asked the seller why she brought not many kohlrabies. She said that early morning there was a buyer who saw the fresh kohlrabi and bought

a lot so she had only half left.
I also bought 0.5 kg tomatoes and 0.1 kg garlic
At around 8am I went straight home from the market.

Excerpt from journal 12: Ms Oanh
At 6:30 I walked to Cau Dien market on Ho Tung Mau street. I bought vegetables there because it is near my home and I believe the sellers.

Vegetables were tied into bunches and placed on the ground on plastic sheets. Some kinds were put in baskets or packed in plastic bags.
I bought: 2 bulbs of kohlrabi; 1 kg long bean; 1 bunch of morning glory; 0.1 kg spring onion; 2 tomatoes; 1 bulb of garlic
I looked, observed and touched to choose good vegetables I intended to buy. Vegetables must look fresh, green; kohlrabi was fresh and not

too old. I asked the seller if kohlrabi was planted at home or resold. I also asked if she used pesticides for long bean and morning glory.
End: 7:00

Excerpt from journal 14: Ms Lan
At 6:30 I went to the market by motorbike and bought vegetables in a safe vegetable stall because I am so familiar with it for such a long

time. Vegetables here were clean, fresh and tasty. I feel comfortable and assured to buy vegetables there because vegetables are packed in
plastic bags with clear address, origin, product date and expiry. After buying things, I went to work.
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are not merely driven by rational food safety considerations
but are also importantly shaped by other constraints that inter-
fere with the trade-offs people make around food safety.
Given the food culture and routinized practice of everyday
fresh vegetable purchasing, we distinguish two time-spatial
distinct purchasing practices, based upon how consumers
manage the spatial or the temporal dimension of buying
vegetables.

On the one hand, we identified vegetable purchasing as a space-
constrained practice. In this practice, vegetable purchasing is not
only regarded as a household necessity but is also importantly
enjoyed as social interaction within the local neighbourhood com-
munity. The life world of consumers observed is mainly organized
around their house within their local community. Time is not (yet)
scarce. In the everyday practice of buying vegetables, social time
is much valued.

Two aspects importantly define this practice of vegetable
purchasing. The first aspect regards the action radius of the
practitioners. Most shoppers interviewed rarely ‘travel’ outside
their local community and their lives are commonly organized
around the house. Everything outside their action radius is con-
sidered inconvenient, which is explained by limited transporta-
tion means (whether unavailable, unable to drive or constrained
by small children). As such, the local neighbourhood market
is the preferred place to purchase their daily vegetables. An
illustrative example of the meaning of spatial constraints is the
use to advertise real estate based upon the distance to a local
market.

The second aspect regards the concept of kinship. Within local
communities, the social cohesion is strong and builds on inter-
dependence. Livelihoods are still largely relying upon the tradi-
tional ‘insurance’ system of mutual indebtedness: ‘I always help
the people around here, you never know when I will be in the
position that I need help’. This is reflected in daily activities like
vegetable purchasing: ‘I buy at my ‘neighbor’, because she is
always there for me. We have to help each-other, right?’ Personal
contact during daily shopping is vital to prevent isolation.
Encounters with friends and neighbours are valued beyond the
act of purchasing. Stories are shared and daily practicalities
resolved. Daily vegetable shopping brings a daily smile and chat:
‘I enjoy my morning shopping.’ Price negotiations are an impor-
tant act of interaction; although the idea is to reduce the price, it
is also enjoyed as an interactive habitual ‘game’ in which more
than the end result, the process is appreciated. An illustrative
observation: Two older women (>50 years), a buyer and a seller,
having at length discussions about the produce on sale. It is clear
they know each other very well. It is not so much the content of
the discussion that appears important to them but the whole
‘game’ of discussing and negotiating is clearly being enjoyed.
Also, in areas were formal wet markets are within the daily
action radius of shoppers, consumers stated to prefer the infor-
mal street markets stating that street vendors are in general more
friendly than the professional ‘traders’ at the formal markets and
that it is easier to negotiate and deal with them. Besides con-
sumers stated that street vendors sell their produce directly from
the countryside, which makes it fresher and with knowing the
origin it is better trusted. Table 7 presents an overview of the
characteristics of the space-constrained vegetable purchasing
practices.

Consumers’ practices managing time

On the other hand, we identified vegetable purchasing as a
so-called ‘time constrained’ competing practice. In this practice,
vegetable purchasing is regarded a time-consuming activity that
conflicts with other activities in everyday life. Most practitioners
observed lead more modern urban lifestyles. In their busy daily
schedules, time is scarce. Consequently, the daily vegetable pur-
chasing practices are much organized around the notion of ‘time’.
Juggling with the fast pace of modern life, these consumers opt for
time-saving strategies and regards vegetable purchasing more as
an economic transaction than as social interaction. In this respect,
price negotiations are also perceived as time consuming. ‘It is a
hassle to also negotiate about price. I rather prefer fixed prices like
in supermarkets, but supermarkets are not an option for me as it
costs a lot of time to go there.’ Most important is the reduction of
‘shopping time’ through preference for drive through purchasing –
shopping without stopping – along the road. Other time reduction
strategies mentioned are a reduction in shopping frequency and a
reduction in food preparation time: ‘I prefer daily fresh vegetables,
but I do not always have the time to shop, so I have to buy
sometimes for a day ahead.’ ‘I prefer to shop at this market because
I can ask the vendor to cut the meat and vegetables for me, which
safes time in food preparation.’ ‘I buy safe vegetables when I don’t
have much time for cleaning.’

These consumers appear less bound by traditional social struc-
tures and tend to arrange their lives more independently. In con-
trast to the group of more traditional ‘time passers’ living mostly
in extended family households, people with a modern lifestyle
more often live in nuclear family households. They are mostly
below the age of 35 years, (self)employed, have modern means of
communication and transportation and mostly do not belong to the
lowest income quintiles. During this research, a rather equal divide
between male and female shoppers was observed. Table 8 presents
an overview of the characteristics of the time-constrained vegeta-
ble purchasing practices.

Everyday practices are not as rigid as the dichotomized typol-
ogy in the tables above and consist of commixtures of the two
typologies. Important here is to note that individuals shift between
behavioral patterns and in particular people with a more modern
lifestyle expressed to practice hybrid purchasing practices. In the
weekend going to a supermarket, while during the week, shopping
at street markets. Or during the week, shopping along the road
from work to home and in the weekend at their local neighbour-
hood market. Further, shifts in practices might occur due to a
change in lifestyle circumstances. For example, when the wife gets
pregnant or family members fall ill that before took care of daily
vegetable purchasing, the everyday vegetable purchasing has to be
taken over by someone else in the household, e.g. the employed
husband, who has to fit the daily shopping within his working
schedule and often opts for shopping without stopping quickly
along the road from work to home.

Conclusions and food safety
policy implications
Shopping for daily vegetables in supermarkets is not (yet) an
established practice. Our research reveals that supermarkets in
Hanoi account for less than 2% of the total vegetable consumption,
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which indicates that the retail modernization policy of the HPC is
dissociated from the practice of shopping for daily vegetables.
Consumers are not averse from shopping in supermarkets; on the
contrary, they are rather positive and confident that supermarkets
offer better-guaranteed food safety. However, studying the daily
vegetable purchasing practices learns that these outlets do not fit
within the current performance of everyday life.

Our research indicates that the induced reform of food provision
in Vietnam, including public efforts to communicate and regulate
food safety risks via modernized retail outlets, has limited capacity
to break existing consumer practices. The everyday practice of
vegetable purchasing is not only motivated by food safety concerns
but is importantly shaped by temporal and spatial constraints.
On the one hand, we identified more traditional established
practices that are space constrained and socially driven, in which
the practitioners, consumers, combine vegetable purchasing with
other social engagements. On the other hand, we identified more
modern individualistic and time-constrained practices. Moderniz-
ing lifestyles are creating new regimes on temporal value in which

shopping for vegetables is competing in time with other daily
activities. In the context of societal development, a shift away from
shopping as a spatial constrained practice towards shopping as a
time competing practice is expected. Although everyday practices
are not as rigid as presented in this dichotomized typology, as long
as the cultural conception of everyday fresh instigates the practice
of daily shopping for 1-day household portions, the identified
temporal and spatial constraints constitute a reinforcing mechanism
for the persistence of uncontrolled and unhygienic street markets.
In return, the availability of street markets sustains the practice of
everyday purchasing. As for food safety, our research indicates that
food safety is importantly dealt with within existing behavioural
routines.

Due to time-spatial constraints formal and more modern food
safety, guarantees are only to a limited extend incorporated in the
everyday practice of shopping for vegetables. When the HPC
policy confronts people with demolishing markets or does not
provide for wet markets in new residential areas, private practi-
tioners accommodate themselves (Schatzki, 2009). Street markets

Table 7 Characteristics of the space-constrained practice

Vegetable purchasing as space-constrained systems practice

Sites for the vegetable
purchasing practice

• Local street market
○ Own neighbourhood with known people
○ Personal and trusted relations
○ Vendors are friendly and easy to negotiate with

• Nearby wet market
○ Close to home
○ Regular vendors

Main characteristics of the
vegetable purchasing practice

• The practice is embedded in a whole system of daily activities in which vegetable purchasing is valued
as social time
○ Social interaction view on vegetable shopping: Social interaction is more important than time saving.
○ Price negotiation is an interactive ‘game’
○ Vendors and buyers personally know each other; the relation with the vendor goes beyond the

economic transaction
○ Social interaction with other vegetable shoppers is enjoyed

• Action radius of the practice is constrained to 300 m ‘around the house’
• Most shopping is done in the morning

○ Early morning for the freshest offer between 7:00 and 8:00 a.m.
○ After the morning rush hour, for more lengthy chatting

Food safety in the vegetable
purchasing practice

• Food safety concerns are not driving the practice; but within the practice food safety is ensured through
the use of skills in personal and localized contacts and product selection
○ My local vendor will advise me what to buy each day: what is fresh and safe
○ Before I lived in another neighbourhood and I knew exactly from whom to buy, but now I have also

established my relations here and these vendors will tell me now if the vegetables are safe
○ I bought 2 bulbs of kohlrabi. I chose bulbs with a glossy and strained peel
○ I chose fresh vegetables and asked the seller about the origin of the vegetables

Main characteristics of the
practitioners

• Time passing consumers who value social interaction
• More traditional lifestyle (women staying at home)
• Income often not high enough to allow oneself the luxury of not minding prices
• Often extended family/multiple generation households
• Vegetable purchasers are mostly women

○ Mostly older women, or young mums with small children
• Main transportation means is by foot
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are not officially planned and arise upon demand. The informal
structure of street vending is a manifestation of arrangements
made by people based upon known practices and commixtures of
time-spatial relations. The flexible set-up of street markets, con-
veniently located within residential areas and operational in the
early morning, occupies the vacuum resulting from the policy of
the HPC to reduce traditional wet markets and promote retail
modernization.

Our research points out that food safety policies and interven-
tions that do not take into consideration the existing everyday
consumption practices will most likely fail to address acute food

safety issues. In this paper, we do not aim to plead for a revival of
wet markets, nor do we contest the increase and irreversibility of
supermarket development. However, our research clearly points
out that everyday practices could be accommodated by food safety
policy and regulation when aiming to realize more health and
safety in the everyday practice of shopping for vegetables through
interventions in the retailing system. Instead of addressing con-
sumption as an isolated practice based upon sovereign choice,
policy makers should acknowledge that consumers make con-
strained choices. Rather than changing existing practices, inter-
ventions could be designed to build upon existing practices. Our

Table 8 Characteristics of the time-constrained practice

Vegetable purchasing as time-constrained competing practice

Sites of vegetable
purchasing

• Local street market importantly in the morning:
○ Close to home is convenient for quick shopping before going to work
○ Shopping with known vendors is convenient as they advise me what to buy: safe and fresh for a

good price
• Street vending along the main roads importantly in the late afternoon

○ Quick – no stopping for shopping on the way home from work
○ Drive through – no parking needed

• Safe vegetable store in local neighbourhood:
○ Safe vegetables require less cleaning time

• Supermarket
○ Vegetables at offer considered safe or safer than at wet markets
○ No price negotiation ‘hassle’
○ Enjoyed as weekend outing

Main characteristics of the
vegetable purchasing
practice

• The practice is competing in time with other activities in which vegetable purchasing is regarded a
time-consuming activity

• Vegetable purchasing is a time consuming activity
○ Economic transaction view on vegetable shopping: Time saving is more important than social

interaction
○ Price negotiation is a ‘hassle’

• Action radius of the practice is defined as close to home or along the road from home to work en vice
versa

• Moment of shopping is defined by other activities
○ Shopping before going to work; before 7:00 a.m.
○ Shopping on the way home from work; around 5:30 p.m.

Food safety in the
vegetable purchasing
practice

• Officially certified safe vegetables are considered to safe time in cleaning: ‘I buy safe vegetables when I
don’t have enough time to clean them properly.’

• And supermarkets are preferred based on their offer of certified safe vegetables
• But for everyday shopping they are reported inconvenient in location and time consuming in parking and

shopping
• In purchasing daily vegetables food safety is not driving the practice:

○ Food safety is either ignored during the purchasing practice, but is dealt with at home when cleaning
and preparing foods

○ Or food safety is ensured through buying from a regular vendor with whom they didn’t experience
any food safety issues: ‘Even when I don’t have time to clean properly I don’t fall ill, so I trust the
vegetables are safe here.’

Main characteristics of the
practitioners

• Time-constrained consumers who value time saving
• More modern busy lives (both man and woman work outside the home)
• Income high enough not to need to bargain
• Mostly nuclear conjugal family households
• Mostly younger than 35 years old
• Vegetable purchasers are both men and women
• Main transportation means is motorbike
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study in the non-OECD country Vietnam substantiates the poten-
tial of social practices research for informing more effective food
safety policies in the context of transformative social change.
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