Consumer Perceptions of Poultry Production: An In-depth Look at Northwest [State]

Introduction / Need for Research
[State] is known for prolific poultry production (Boehler, 2010).  With that in mind, the poultry industry’s reach makes it one of the most important parts of the agricultural economy (McGraw, Popp, & Miller, 2012).  The importance of poultry production in [state] requires that producers and consumers both possess a minimum level of knowledge about the processes and methods that constitute the industry.  This level of knowledge is known as agriculture literacy, and it is vital to the relationship between producer and consumer (Frick, Birkenholz, & Machtmes, 1995).  Although a sufficient amount of research exists to show that the general public is becoming less agriculturally literate (Frick et al., 1995; Terry & Lawver, 1995; Wachenheim & Rathge, 2000), little research has been conducted to address consumer perceptions of specific agricultural areas.  Because agriculture is a consumer-driven industry, it is important that producers and the industry understand the perceptions held by consumers as outlined in the National Research Agenda (Doerfert, 2011).  This allows for proactive marketing and educational activities tailored to inform consumers and to educate and overcome inaccurate information.  This study identified current consumer perceptions of a prominent state agricultural industry, poultry production. 

Conceptual or Theoretical Framework
It is important to have some understanding of what drives consumers to be active in the market.  The theory of reasoned action states that human actions are guided by three considerations: (a) beliefs about the consequences of an action (behavioral beliefs), (b) beliefs about the normative expectations of others (normative beliefs), and (c) beliefs about the presence of factors that may promote or hinder the behavior (control beliefs) (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980).  Consumers who believe there will be negative consequences associated with eating poultry will be less likely to purchase poultry (McEachern & Schroder, 2002).  Consumers with family and peers who do not eat poultry will also be less likely to purchase it.  Finally, consumer behavior will be affected by consumer beliefs about the availability of poultry products in the area.  Research also shows that “women shoulder the majority of shopping responsibility” and the association between gender and shopping responsibility is especially high in regard to grocery shopping (Dholakia, 1999, p. 158).  Consumers are also primarily divided into low- and high-involvement groups; meaning, those consumers with a low-involvement mindset focus on tangible considerations (e.g. price and visual characteristics) and highly involved consumers consider intangible attributes when making purchases (e.g. safety, health, animal welfare, and biodiversity) (McEachern & Schroder, 2002). 

Methodology
This study used a descriptive survey methodology.  The statistical analysis was descriptive in nature and the instrumentation followed Dillman’s (2007) Tailored Design method to ensure accurate question development.  The sample for this study was consumers in three select areas of [state].  A stratified random sample of 353 respondents was interviewed with 198 agreeing to participate.  Participants were selected on a random basis through direct contact at five different local chain grocery stores; these stores were selected on a random basis from 10 stores present in these three cities.  A printed survey instrument was developed based on a literature review (Frick et al., 1995; Terry & Lawver, 1995; Wachenheim & Rathge, 2000).  The survey consisted of three parts: (a) a section that assessed consumer perceptions of poultry production in [state], (b) a section that assessed consumer perceptions of knowledge of poultry production and the industry, 
[bookmark: _GoBack]and (c) a demographic section.  Instrument reliability was 0.80 (Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2006).

Results / Findings
Consumers believed it was healthier to eat organically produced poultry than conventionally produced poultry (M = 4.47, SD = 1.39).  When asked about their perception of hormone and antibiotic use in poultry production, consumers disagreed that hormones and antibiotics were never given to poultry during production (M =1.91, SD = 1.05; M = 1.84, SD = .96).  Consumers were unsure as to whether conventionally produced poultry contained unsafe levels of hormones or antibiotics (M= 3.68, SD = 1.45). Respondents moderately agreed that most [state] poultry is grown on factory farms (M= 4.15, SD = 1.37).  Consumers moderately agreed that poultry producers care about the welfare of the poultry they produce (M = 4.01, SD = 1.41).  Consumers were unsure if farmers use humane production practices (M = 3.81, SD = 1.42).  When asked about poultry production’s effect on the environment, respondents moderately disagreed that poultry production is harmful to the environment (M = 2.90, SD = 1.30). Overall, consumers agreed that poultry production has a positive effect on [state] (M = 4.92, SD = 1.07).
   

Conclusions, Recommendations, and Impact on Profession
Consumers possessed a higher level of agricultural literacy regarding the affordability of poultry as compared to other meats, the use of antibiotics in poultry production methods, and poultry as a source of food-borne illness.  Consumers lacked knowledge about the healthiness of organic poultry in comparison to conventionally produced poultry, the use of hormones in poultry production, the level of antibiotics and hormones present in conventionally produced poultry, and the use of factory farms in the poultry production industry.  Regarding the remainder of the perceptions assessed as a part of the instrument, consumers varied in their favorability of poultry production and all it entails in [state].   

Recommendations for communication-based marketing and consumer education were made based on the data collected in this study.  Consumer education should become a higher priority for the poultry production integrators in [state].  One way of effectively improving agricultural literacy about poultry production in [state] is the institution of in-store promotional materials.  Materials showcasing information about poultry production placed in direct contact with consumers at grocery stores would aid consumers in making informed decision during their shopping experiences.  These marketing efforts should be directed at women; whereas, previous research noted they are the primary consumers for groceries (Dholakia, 1999).  Female consumers should especially be advised of the healthiness of conventionally produced poultry, particularly in regard to the use of antibiotics and the absence of hormones in poultry. The availability of this information concerning poultry production practices in [state] grocery stores would ease the process of creating informed consumers by building a strong connection between knowledge held by the consumer and the purchases consumers make based on that information. 

In addition, deeper research into the negative perceptions of the poultry industry held by consumers should be conducted.  For example, research should be conducted to better understand the reasons behind the negative perceptions of consumers concerning antibiotic and hormone use in poultry production; this research would prove helpful in better targeting the consumers who are the driving force behind the poultry industry. 
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