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Introduction
J Makame & H L de Kock

Department of Consumer and Food Sciences, University of Pretoria  

In 2020, the African Network for Sensory Evaluation Research (ANSWER) initiated an ambitious, 
exciting project, the Africa countries profile project. ANSWER is a network that was founded in 

2019 to build capacity and to transfer knowledge and skills, to help sensory and consumer science 
researchers in African countries to adapt and apply global best practice principles to the specific 
circumstances and challenges faced in Africa’s product value systems. The purpose of the project 
was to compile information for researchers and students to use when planning testing of food and 
other products with local consumers in countries in Africa. The vision to present an online, open 
access, easy-to-use guide document.  

This first edition of the consumer country profiles for Africa contains information about the 
four African countries (Ethiopia, Kenya, South Africa, and Uganda) which are the focus of the 
InnoFoodAfrica project (http://innofoodafrica.eu/) - a European Commission-funded, multi-
partner consortium project that seeks to enhance the sustainability and healthfulness of diets and 
food value systems in Africa. The compilation of the country profiles is loosely based on a publication 
of ASTM, formerly known as American Society for Testing and Materials, called International 
Consumer Product Testing Across Cultures and Countries, and will be updated continuously to include 
new information and more countries. 

 The ‘Africa countries profile’ project aims to leverage research about the sensory properties of 
products on the continent. Incidentally, fortunately and concurrently, the African Union Commission 
(AUC) published a key book in September 2020:  ‘Africa Factbook-bursting the myths https://au.int/
sites/default/files/documents/40334-doc-africa_factbook-version-digital.pdf’.  The book details 
information about Africa’s 55 nations. Readers are encouraged to access the information in this 
document to learn more about Africa and her people. The two projects share the same bold vision 
and view. Put in the words of the African Union Commission (2020), Africa has so much potential, 
which must be harnessed by both Africans and friends of Africa. 

A substantial proportion of the African population is currently food-insecure and of low 
socioeconomic background (Rakotosamimanana and De Kock 2020). As part of our effort to end 
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poverty and build a better future, we need to present Africa as it is, as it was, and how we wish it to be 
(African Union Commission 2020). The development of suitable products that can improve the 
situation requires testing by consumers. Projects for this purpose require proper planning based 
on information about local infrastructure, customs, and methods. This is the first publication 
of its kind. It has potential to create awareness of the role of Sensory and Consumer Science in 
providing the answers most sought after by product developers and manufacturers. Information is 
key for boosting product revenues, contributing to good health and wellbeing, providing food and 
nutritional security, and also promoting the global Sustainable Development Goals, especially SDG 
2 and 3 (ending hunger, promoting good health and wellbeing). 

Sensory science is a scientific specialty area used to assess, study, and explain the responses to 
the attributes of products as observed and interpreted by respondents using their senses of sight, 
smell, taste, touch, and hearing (Stone, Bleibaum and Thomas 2020; Ruiz-Capillas and Herrero 
2021). Sensory testing is a useful tool in new product development and innovation. Consumers’ 
feedback about intrinsic and extrinsic product characteristics is key for understanding the benefits 
of products. The sensory experiences of potential consumers opens up space and inspiration for 
innovation (Ruiz-Capillas and Herrero 2021). Consumer responses are greatly influenced by cultural 
factors and habits. Culture involves shared meanings, values, and practices, within and among 
groups, and works conjointly with language, which is essential to the human mind and behaviour 
(Gelfand and Kashima 2016).

Africa is home to a very diverse population of consumers — different ethnic communities with 
different languages, arts, and culture. Even within individual countries there exists a wide cross-
cultural and ethnic diversity, which is why it is critical to define and understand, at the outset, 
the consumer profiles of the target countries for research purposes. Cross-cultural sensory and 
consumer research involves both consumer psychology and the dynamic interaction between 
consumers, situations, and products (Lee and Lopetcharat 2017). 

Products themselves are proxies of cultures (Lee and Lopetcharat 2017), and in-depth testing 
of products is needed to study relationships between thinking styles and sensory drivers of liking 
across different [African] cultures. Understanding the factors that determine food acceptance and 
choices in different cultures, and finding the opportunities for successful product development 
with increased global acceptance, is critical for entrepreneurial survival in an increasingly diverse 
and competitive market (Meiselman 2013). The drivers of food choices for African consumers 
remain largely uncharacterized. Studies investigating such questions in different African countries 
are necessary to better align food choice determinants and drivers of liking/disliking with product 
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development and intervention strategies (Rakotosamimanana and De Kock 2020).  As companies 
strive to survive in the global marketplace, understanding how consumers from different cultures 
perceive products is a key for success (Åström, Goldman and Heiniö 2006). The consumer country 
profile for Africa project seeks to promote greater understanding of the Africa market.   The purpose 
of this document is to provide researchers with insight when considering consumer testing of 
products in countries in Africa. It highlights issues and practicalities that may be important to know 
when planning and executing consumer product tests in these countries. Consideration is given to 
language issues, questionnaire design, and the practical running of tests.
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Consumer Product Testing in Ethiopia:

Dr Abadi Gebre Mezgebe: School of Nutrition, Food Science & Technology,  
College of Agriculture, Hawassa University, Ethiopia

Mrs. Zenebu Mulatu: Centre for Food Science & Nutrition,  
Addis Ababa University, Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, 

Dr. Kaleab Baye: Centre for Food Science & Nutrition,  
Addis Ababa University, Addis Ababa, Ethiopia

I. Introduction

Ethiopia, situated in East Africa, in what is known as the Horn of Africa (9.1450° N, 40.4897° E), 
is the second most populous African country with more than 112 million inhabitants.  Ethiopia 

is the tenth largest African country by land size (1,104,000 km²).  It is landlocked and surrounded 
by Kenya, Sudan, South Sudan, Eritrea, Somalia, and Djibouti. The country is known, among other 
things, for:
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• its rich socio-cultural diversity and history 
• being the origin of coffee, the sixth largest coffee producer in the world, and accounting for 

4% of global and 40% of Africa’s coffee production
• the country in Africa with the most heads of cattle 
• the largest wheat producer in sub-Saharan Africa
• a unique type of flatbread called injera made from teff flour (a cereal grain), consumed on a 

daily basis by most Ethiopians with a stew called “wot”  
• the nation in the world, together with Kenya, that has produced the most long-distance 

running world champions  
• one of only a few modern-day countries that follow its own calendar.  

Ethiopia has experienced, and continues to suffer from, debilitating droughts. The effects of the 
devastating drought of the 1980s are still fresh in the minds of the international community.  The 
drought led to large scale famine and starvation, claiming the lives of millions and displacing many 
individuals and families. Access to reliable sources of water remains a challenge for almost 60 per 
cent of urban and 70 per cent of rural consumers (AMCOW, 2015). The unemployment rate is high 
and 27 per cent of the youth remain without regular work. 

Food and nutrition insecurity is widespread, especially among children.  The diet of Ethiopians 
largely consists of products from staple cereals (maize, sorghum, teff), tubers and root crops (enset, 
potatoes, sweet potatoes), pulses, and oil seeds. Despite a large livestock herd, the food supply 
from animal products is very limited. Consumption of animal products is especially low in rural 
areas, except in nomadic areas where milk is a major part of the diet (FAO, 2010).   Micronutrients 
are generally in short supply in the Ethiopian diet (Sheehy et al., 2019).

Reports in scientific literature of consumer tests of food products conducted in Ethiopia are few 
and far between. There is a clear need for training of scientists and practitioners in Ethiopia who 
can conduct product tests following recognised ‘good practice’.  Moreover, there is a need for the 
development of methodologies that are specifically suited to and applicable in this important East 
African economy.  The food and beverage processing, textiles, leather, and garments industries 
provide employment and goods for consumers, and are important contributors to the economy in 
Ethiopia.  Ethiopia is a major exporter of commodities including coffee, oats, meat, hides/leather, 
oilseeds, cut flowers, pulses, and chat, a plant whose leaves are chewed as a stimulant (ITA, 2020). 
Value addition and product testing is a key part of the process.

Although classed by the World Bank as a low-income, least developed country (LDC), Ethiopia 
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is one of the fastest growing economies in the world, with average annual growth rate reported as 
ranging from 7 per cent to 12 per cent. Ninety per cent of its export goods are exported through 
the neighbouring Djibouti port. The Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam (GERD), currently under 
construction, is projected to become Africa’s largest hydropower plant, and construction activities 
currently account for 71.4 per cent of the country’s industrial sector.

Published information on consumer behaviour related to specific food products in Ethiopia 
is limited. The food-purchasing and consumption behaviours of consumers in this developing 
economy are rapidly changing.  Lifestyle changes are driven by economic development, increases 
in per capita disposable income, global interaction with wider access to information and 
communication technologies, urbanization, and education (Pingali 2007; Ali et al. 2010).
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II. Preliminary Issues 

A. Customs 

1. General issues  

In Ethiopia, meals with injera, a fermented flatbread prepared from teff or other cereal flours , are 
traditionally consumed by hand, from a communal plate, that is, two to three people sharing one 
plate (Neela & Fanta 2020). This custom demonstrates belonging and friendship. Ethiopians hold 
special beliefs and attitudes towards foods, and injera plays an important societal and ceremonial 
role. Injera is used as a scoop to pick up sauce and other food items. The perceived ‘in hand’ texture 
of the food is therefore an important criterion during food evaluation. Functional aspects such as 
these are important and should receive the appropriate consideration during consumer tests.

A study by Imiru (2017) found no significant correlation between packaging colours or materials 
and purchasing behaviours in Ethiopia, particularly related to packaged cereal goods. Urban 
consumers in Ethiopia place greater importance on the nutritional or health benefits advertised on 
the labels, the product flavour, and the main ingredients when making snack food choices (Ahmed 
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et al. 2020). Information on food choice and purchase behaviours of rural households is limited, 
as these consumers are largely subsistence farmers, and do not buy much food from the market 
(Mengesha 2021).

Foods from animal sources commonly consumed in Ethiopia are dairy products, beef, mutton, 
goat, chicken, and eggs. For religious reasons, pork is rarely consumed (Muslims and Ethiopian 
Orthodox). Camel meat, fish, and honey do not contribute to the average Ethiopian diet. Dairy 
products remain the most important animal component in Ethiopian diets and include a wide 
variety of products: milk (from cows, camel, goats, and sheep), powdered milk, yoghurt, cottage 
cheese, buttermilk, and butter. Cow’s milk and butter are the most common dairy products, 
representing about half and one-third of total dairy consumption, respectively (Abegaz et al. 2018). 
Most Ethiopian consumers consider socio-cultural and religious traditions when deciding whether 
or not to consume foods of animal sources.

2. Planning testing days and days to avoid testing 

The Ethiopian calendar is different to the more widely used Gregorian calendar. It consists of 13 
months — 12 months of 30 days and 1 month (called Pagume) of 5 or 6 days depending on whether or 
not it is a leap year. Calendar displays used in Ethiopia typically shows both the Ethiopian calendar 
and the Gregorian calendar. Ethiopians are aware of the Gregorian calendar and often use both 
calendars interchangeably.

It is recommended not to plan product tests on public holidays and religious days. Ethiopians 
often celebrate holidays by visiting parents and families. 

The public holidays and religious days in Ethiopia are: Ethiopian Christmas*; Epiphany*; Feast 
of the Sacrifice/Eid al Adha*; Battle of Adowa (March 2); Birth of the Prophet/Mouloud*; Good 
Friday*; May Day (May 1); Easter Monday*; Patriots’ Victory Day (May 5); Downfall of the Derg (May 
28); New Year’s Day*; Feast of the True Cro   ss*; End of Ramadan/Eid al Fitr* (LC-FRDE, 2005). 

*Asterisks indicate holidays with variable dates according to either the Islamic or Orthodox calendar.

Ethiopian Orthodox Christians would avoid food testing when fasting, especially during Lent, 
and Muslims, during Ramadan. Consumers follow strict dietary practices during fasting days. During 
some celebrations meat products and dairy products are consumed, in particular, beef, chicken, 
goat, and lamb.  Depending on the religious orientation, celebrations may or may not include the 
consumption of alcoholic and/or non-alcoholic fermented beverages. 

17



3. Times of day most appropriate for testing 

Contrary to the 24 hour clock used elsewhere, Ethiopia uses a clock system that is based on two 
12-hour sets. The time sets run from dawn to dusk and from dusk to dawn. The day starts at dawn 
(time zero at 6 a.m.) and ends at 12 dusk (6 p.m.). The night starts at dusk (time zero at 6 p.m.) and 
ends at dawn (6 a.m.). This is important to know when planning and communicating the scheduled 
time for a test to avoid any confusion.

There is limited published literature reporting on consumer sensory testing of food products 
conducted in Ethiopia. Appropriate times of the day for testing of products in this society has 
received little research attention. It is safe to assume that testing in rural and urban areas may 
require different approaches. The conventional times for food consumption by Ethiopians can vary 
extensively. There are also additional meals, ‘Mekses’, consumed after lunch and dinner.  Office and 
government workers could typically take a meal and snack at tea breaks (mornings between 10.30 
a.m. and 11 a.m., and afternoons between 3.30 p.m. and 4 p.m.).

• Breakfast – 7 a.m-11 a.m. (Local Ethiopian Time: 1:00-5:00 morning) 
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• Lunch – 12 p.m-2 p.m. (Local Ethiopian Time: 6:00-8:00 afternoon)
• Dinner – 6 p.m.-9 p.m. (Local Ethiopian Time: 12:00-3:00 evening)

Testing of products with consumers should preferably be arranged during the morning from 8:30 
a.m. until 12 p.m. or in the afternoon from 2 p.m. to 4:30 p.m. Lunch times (12 p.m.-2 p.m.) could 
also be an option for consumer participation, as many people take a break at that time. People 
generally leave their place of work between 4 p.m. and 5 p.m.  Many people are in a hurry to get 
home and may not be interested in participating in product testing activities scheduled during this 
period. Evening sessions are uncommon and may be unsuccessful. This is likely related to the fact 
that some ethnic groups discourage food consumption very early or very late in the day.

B. Population profile  

1. Demographic information 

More than 112 million people (World Bank, 2019) refer to Ethiopia as their home. The country is 
divided into ten regions (Afar, Amhara, Benishagul, Gumuz, Gambella, Harari, Oromia, Somali, 
Sidama, Southern Nations, Nationalities and Peoples (SNNP) region, and Tigray) and two chartered 
cities (Addis Ababa and Dire Dawa). Ethiopia consists of a central high plateau divided by the Great 
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Rift Valley into northern and southern highlands. The plateau is surrounded by lowlands, more 
extensively on the east and southeast than on the south and west. The highlands of the north and 
middle areas of the country are the most densely populated, particularly around the capital city of 
Addis Ababa. The Far East and south-eastern regions of the country are sparsely populated. Rural 
inhabitants make up a large proportion (79.6 per cent) of the population.  

The life expectancy of males is 65.5 years and females 69.7 years, although these statistics vary 
from region to region.  The population is young: Ethiopians aged 15 years and younger account for 
more than 42 per cent of the population, while those aged 65 years and older account for only 3.8 
per cent. Persons of working age, 15–64 years, make up 54.3 per cent (Central Statistics Agency of 
Ethiopia [CSA] 2019). The age dependency ratio (the number of people of non-working age, that is, 
< 14 years or > 64 years) is 82.1 per cent.
Age distribution of the population* in Ethiopia - (CIA World Factbook, 2020)

Years %

0-14 (children) 39.8

15-24 (early working age) 19.5

25-54 (prime working age)  32.9

55-64 (mature working age) 4.4

65+ (elderly) 3.4

*Regional variation

2. Economic classes 

Ethiopia does not have an official or widely used system of classifying consumers based on 
economic means.

3. Subcultures

Ethnic groups

Various ethnic groups make up the population of Ethiopia. The ethnic groups have their own 
unique cultures and way of living. Groups, as reported by the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) 
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World Factbook (2020) include: 

• Oromo 34.9 per cent
• Amhara (Amara) 27.9 per cent 
• Tigray (Tigrinya) 7.3 per cent  
• Sidama 4.1 per cent 
• Welaita 3 per cent  
• Gurage 2.8 per cent  
• Somali (Somalie) 2.7 per cent  
• Hadiya 2.2 per cent  
• Afar (Affar) 6 per cent  
• Other 12.6 per cent 

Religious groups

Various religions are adhered to in Ethiopia. The proportional distribution according to a  report by 
the CSA (2019) is:

• Ethiopian Orthodox Christians 41.9 per cent  
• Islam 29.1 per cent 
• Protestants 21.2 per cent  
• Catholics 1.0 per cent  
• Other 6.8 per cent

Orthodox Christians are the majority in Tigray (92 per cent), Addis Ababa (75 per cent), and Amhara 
(72 per cent). Muslims are the majority in Somali, Afar, Harari, Dire Dawa, and the Oromia regions; 
Protestants have a slight majority in SNNP (55 per cent) and Gambela (51 per cent). Most Orthodox 
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Christians live in the highlands, whereas Muslims mainly inhabit the lowlands. Adherents of 
traditional faiths are primarily concentrated in the southern regions.

Immigrant groups

Immigrants make up 7.4 per cent of the labour force. 

Marital status 

About 45 per cent of Ethiopian adults have never been married, 45 per cent are in a monogamous 
marriage, 4 per cent are widowed, 3 per cent are divorced, and 1 per cent are separated (CSA, 2019).

4. Literacy and education 

Only 52 per cent of adults (15 years and older) in Ethiopia are considered literate.  There is substantial 
gender inequality in literacy across age groups and regions. Substantially more males (57 per cent) 
than females (41 per cent) are literate. The literacy rate in rural areas is particularly low, only 22 per 
cent compared to 70 per cent in urban areas. The literacy rate in the capital city (Addis Ababa) is 87 
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per cent, 80 per cent for female and 95 per cent for males.  Seventeen per cent of the population, 
or, specifically, 12 per cent of males and 22 per cent of females, have not received formal education. 

The youngest (5–9-year-olds) and the oldest (30 years or older) groups are less literate than the 
other groups (CSA 2019).

Distribution of population aged ten years and above by educational attainment (CSA, 2015)

Educational level Average Male Female

No education 41.5%  32.2% 50.6%

Pre-school/informal
(ages 4-6)

5.7% 7.3% 4.2%

Primary school grades 1-8
1st cycle (Grade 1-4) –  (ages 7-10) 
2nd cycle (Grade 5-8) –  (ages 11-14)

41.3% 46.9% 35.7%

Some secondary
(Grade 9-10) – (ages 15-16) 

3.3% 3.8% 2.8%

Secondary completed
Preparatory Secondary School (Grade 11-12) – (Ages 17-18) 

4.1% 4.8% 3.3%

Tertiary education 4.0% 5.0% 3.1%

C. Government related issues 

Ethiopia does not have a single and comprehensive legal instrument regulating privacy and data 
protection, including the obligations of data controllers and processors, as well as the rights of 
data subjects in general (Haile and Ashenafi, 2021). There are, however, rules contained in the 
Constitution of the Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia (1995) and other laws that deal directly 
or indirectly with data privacy and/or data protection. The Ministry of Innovation and Technology 
(MINT) has recently issued a Draft Data Protection Proclamation which is yet to be approved. While 
there is no national data protection authority, some sector-specific government authorities have 
the power to regulate privacy and/or data protection issues within their regulatory scope.

Consumer law in Ethiopia is changing to establishing a system that is conducive to the promotion 
of a competitive market, the protection of consumer wellbeing, and the acceleration of  economic 
development in the country.
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D. Measurement system and currency

The Ethiopian Birr (ETB) is the national currency in Ethiopia, and the country uses  the metric system. 
Units of length/distance include centimetres, metres, and kilometres. Units of weight include 
grams and kilograms. Units of volume include millilitres and litres.
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E. Use of internet in consumer testing

The use of the internet for collecting information from consumers in Ethiopia is an option but 
limited. Internet access varies country-wide, and connection is often not stable, or very slow. In 
Ethiopia, only 17.9 per cent of the population use the internet, and most consumers do not have 
smart phones (Internet World Stats 2021). Broad expansion of internet access throughout the 
country is envisaged for the future, however, this is hampered by limited infrastructure in rural 
areas and government restrictions on privatization of the telecommunications market. Internet 
access supplied by the local internet service provider (ISP), the state-owned Ethio telecom, is very 
expensive and is not accessible to all private users.  Internet cafés are the main source of internet 
access in urban areas.  National state-controlled, restricted access, or blackout of the internet for 
security reasons, is not uncommon.

III. Test Design/Planning

A. Product shipment 

1. General Issues

Importing products for consumer testing in Ethiopia should preferably be arranged in collaboration 
with a partner institution in Ethiopia. General import requirements and documentations as well as 
other requirements for both the exporter and importer apply (ITA and Privacy Shield USA 2020).

Imports to Ethiopia may require:
• an agency agreement
• a bank permit
• a bill of landing or airway bill
• a certificate of origin
• commercial invoices
• a customs import declaration
• a foreign exchange authorization
• an import license
• an insurance certificate
• a packing list

25



•  a tax identification number (TIN) certificate
• pre-shipment inspection clean report of findings
• a transit document
• a value added tax (VAT) certificate

2. Government approval/requirements

Medicines, medical supplies, and medical equipment must be registered with the Ethiopian Food 
and Drug Authority (EFDA) (ITA 2020). A Certificate of Analysis (COA) is also required for processed 
food and pharmaceuticals. For some items, depending on their type, specific agency permissions 
may be required.

Plants or plant products, including seeds and agricultural inputs such as chemicals, pesticides, 
and fertilizers, cannot be imported into Ethiopia unless registered and duly authorized for import 
by the Ministry of Agriculture (ITA 2020). 

 3. Courier services

There are various courier services in the country. They have various charges and working hours. 
The list of Courier Companies and Businesses in Ethiopia can be found at: https://addisbiz.com/
business-directory/business-professional-services/courier

 
B. Sample storage conditions and requirements

The weather in Ethiopia is usually warm, with temperatures ranging from 18 to 32°C all year round. 
The region has an average temperature of 25°C but during the hottest month, June, temperatures 
may exceed 35 °C. The rainfall season is June to September, and the average relative humidity is 60 
per cent (National Meteorological Agency Report 2018).

Ethiopian universities, research institutions, and food industries have storage facilities for 
samples that can be stored at low temperatures. For testing perishable products in rural areas 
consider ice boxes, as there are no or limited facilities for low temperature storage.  
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C. Selection of test sites/facilities

There are no standard sensory laboratories in the country. The choice of test site and the test 
environment can have a major impact on responses and should be selected with care. Product 
tests with urban consumers can be organised in the major cities/towns, namely:  

• Addis Ababa 
• Dire Dawa 
• Mekelle 
• Adama 
• Bahir Dar 
• Hawassa 
• Semera 
• Asosa 
• Gambella 
• Harer 
• and Arbaminch.  

For tests with rural consumers, it is wise to consider the ten regions as well as their socio-cultural 
practices related to product testing. 80 per cent of the population are located in rural areas.  

Consumer testing can be conducted in different institutions in Ethiopia. Contact the facility for 
permission to hire or to collaborate on the organisation of test activities. 

Organisations that provide such facilities include:
1. Universities such as Hawassa University, Addis Ababa University 
2. Research Institutions such as Ethiopian Agricultural Research Institute (EAIR) and  Ethiopian 

Public Health Institute (EPHI)
3. Government agencies such as Ethiopian Conformity Assessment Authority (ECAA) and 

Ethiopian Standards Quality Assessment Authority (ESQAA). 

Other venues that can be considered for product tests include meeting rooms in hotels, resorts, 
and restaurant, schools and churches, recreational areas in communities, and parks.

Participants are generally not willing to travel to a central venue for a test. Some consumers 
would be willing to test products in a central location if provision is made for costs to travel to the 
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venue or if the central test site is nearby. Consumers in urban areas of Ethiopia may prefer to have 
products ‘brought to them’ for testing. To have access to consumers that meet criteria for specific 
demographics, one would need to deliver samples to participants.  Even when samples are taken 
to a central location, such as a marketplace, samples will still need to be individually delivered to 
willing participants. 

Consumers are generally not eager to leave their shops or places of work to participate in a 
product test. The incentive to travel to the test location has to outweigh the inconvenience and 
cost of travel.

Market research, surveys, and testing agencies are available to provide market information and 
recruitment services (https://addisbiz.com/business-directory/).

D. Recruitment of participants

Participants for product tests can be recruited in different ways, for instance, by spreading the 
news by word of mouth, by using field workers to interview prospective participants or by using 
recruitment agencies, by posting advertisements/notices (hard copy and soft copy) in appropriate 
spots, or by sending emails to specific communities (e.g. university students and staff). Social media 
(such as WhatsApp, Telegram, Imo) can also be used for participant recruitment.  

It is wise to over-recruit, as there is a good chance that a substantial number of initially 
willing respondents may not attend on the day of testing. Make provision for on-site, last-minute  
recruitment to reach the required number.

E. Other design/planning issues

1. Ethics

Approval to conduct research with human subjects in Ethiopia requires an application submitted 
to the respective ethics committees of government agencies (Ethiopian National Research Ethical 
Committee, Ethiopian Public Health Institutions and Ethiopian Universities and Higher Education 
Institutions). Other institutions or universities such as Hawassa University also have ethics 
committees.

The vulnerability of all consumers, but especially those from a low socio-economic background 
with limited schooling, should be respected, protected at all costs, and never exploited. The need 
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for clear briefing and instructions in a manner and language that is appropriate for understanding 
is vital. Obtaining informed consent from consumers to participate in product testing is always 
necessary. Assurance of the right to confidential handling of responses and data can contribute 
greatly to the reliability and validity of data obtained.  Where consumers are low literate or illiterate, 
a way that does not require a written signature need to be used to record consent.  The age of 
consent is 18 years.

2. Testing of products containing alcohol

The age and religious orientation of consumers must be considered when planning any product 
tests containing alcohol. Participants younger than 18 years and those that do not consume alcohol 
for religious reasons should not be recruited nor be allowed to participate. Consumers should be 
informed about the alcohol content (percentage) in a product offered for testing.

3. Product testing by special groups of consumers

Research on the development of food products for woman of childbearing age, pregnant women, 
and lactating females, is highly desired as these are particularly vulnerable groups for malnutrition. 
When planning product tests involving participants from these groups, it is important to be aware of 
cultural taboos and superstitions, particularly related to foods that should be avoided by pregnant 
women. Zepro (2015) and Getnet et al. (2018) mentioned that pregnant women in Ethiopia often 
avoid the consumption of certain fruits and vegetables, certain food combinations, some beverages 
(milk, tea, and coffee), honey, linseed, and nuts, among other things.  

IV. Questionnaire Issues

A. Language

1. Primary Language 

Amharic is the official language of the country. However, there are more than 80 languages that are 
being used in the country. Consumers in Ethiopia are very sensitive about language. The choice of 
language used during product testing depends on the region where a test is to be conducted, the 
test aim, and other factors. 
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2. Other dialects/languages

Language Where used % of population using as first language 
(CIA World Factbook 2020)

Amharic Official national language 29.3%

Oromo Official working language in the State 
of Oromiya

33.8%

Somali Official working language of the State 
of Sumale

6.2%

Tigrigna (Tigrinya) Official working language of the State 
of Tigray

5.9%

Sidamo Official language of the New region – 
the State of Sidama

4%

Wolaytta 2.2%

Gurage 2%

Afar Official working language of the State 
of Afar

1.7%

Hadiyya 1.7%

Gamo 1.5%

Gedeo 1.3%

Opuuo 1.2%

Kafa 1.1%

other 8.1%

English is the major foreign language taught in schools and is the medium of instruction in 
universities and higher education institutions in Ethiopia (CIA World Factbook 2020). English can 
be used for communication in higher education institutions, research institutions, and in industry. 
English, Arabic, Italian, and French are widely spoken.

Local translators are available to assist with research in communities. There is also a list of 
translators and interpreters available at:  https://addisbiz.com/business-directory/business-
professional-services/translation.
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3. Literacy issues that should be considered 

The high numbers of illiterate and low literate consumers in Ethiopia necessitates substantial 
consideration when planning product tests. The percentage of low literate and illiterate consumers 
in rural areas can be up to 80 per cent, dependent on the region. The low percentage of literate 
females (only 41 per cent) requires particular attention, as women are often the target group of 
interest for consumer food product assessments. The feasibility of expecting consumers to self-
complete questionnaires needs to be established upfront. Where reading and writing, and/or 
understanding of instructions is a challenge for consumers, interview methods should be adjusted, 
and interpreters should be provided for test administration and data collection. The development 
of innovative measurement tools to compensate for literacy challenges should be a research 
priority. The task proficiency of consumers with limited formal schooling may require special 
methods, adjusted to their needs.

For focus group discussions, participants should preferably be allowed to express themselves in 
the local language of the region or in the language of the relevant ethnic group. Interpreters may 
be required for the purpose. 

B. Questionnaire scales 

1. General 

There are limited scientific literature on scales and instruments applied for product tests conducted 
in Ethiopia. Ethiopians should be able to handle liking/preference tests similar to other international 
groups. For hedonic scales used in consumer tests, numbers, rather than words, should be 
considered to overcome literacy and language proficiency challenges.  Consumers may find a 
number scale more familiar and easier to use than a scale with only word descriptors requiring 
more ‘reading skills’.

Some people would like to impress and/or not offend the test administrators when participating 
in a product test. As such, they may make a lot of positive comments about a product even if they 
do not like it. It may be necessary to probe deeper to get honest or true responses.

Hedonic scales have not been standardized for use with Ethiopian consumers. However, De 
Groote et al. (2014) used the following 5-point scale for a study to assess consumer acceptance of 
maize dishes in Ethiopia.
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English Amharic (አማርኛ)

Very bad Betam Metfo በጣም መጥፎ

Bad Metfo መጥፎ

Fair Beki በቂ

Good Tiru ጥሩ

Very good Betam Tiru በጣም ጥሩ

2. Scales to Avoid 

There is little information on the use of scales and instruments with consumers in Ethiopia.  For 
low or illiterate consumers, shorter scales and numbers rather than written words are preferable. 
With guidance and clear instruction, more advanced scales could be considered. Development of 
scales in the local languages is recommended. 

3. Recommended Scales 

See previous

V. Test Administration

A. Logistics 

Electricity and water

Power interruptions, lack of or limited electricity, lack of or limited water supply, depending on the 
test site, are practical challenges to consider when planning product tests in Ethiopia.  Researchers 
are encouraged to visit test sites to familiarise themselves with the infrastructure prior to planning 
a product test.  
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B. Test administrators 

It is essential to build trust with Ethiopian consumers when conducting product tests. The planning 
of activities, be it related to approaching, greeting, or briefing consumers, requires an increased 
awareness and understanding of socio-cultural norms. 

Laboratory technicians and interviewers are available to hire from universities, research 
institutions, and market research agencies to assist with product tests in Ethiopia. Personnel for 
data collection and enumeration are also accessible.  Personnel should be properly briefed 
and trained with regard to expectations. Considerable assistance from test administrators and 
further explanation may be required when working with consumers from a low socio-economic 
background.
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C. Payment/incentives 

Examples of suitable incentives for consumers that participate in product tests are money, store 
vouchers, or personal gifts such as soap, oil, salt, candy, kitchenware, household items, stationary, 
and food. The choice will depend on the duration of the activity and/or the project budget. 
We found that for consumers in the 18-35 years age group, an ETB25-ETB50 travel incentive was 
adequate to encourage them to travel to the test venue. Consumers generally prefer money as 
incentive, but giving money is also discouraged and is sometimes not supported by company 
finance rules. A lunch offer may be enough to entice younger consumers (that is below 25 years) to 
participate if they are in close proximity to the test location (such as a university campus or a venue 
at a research institute). 

The value and promise of incentives should not overshadow the risk of exploiting human 
participants to participate in product test, nor contribute to influence responses. Some respondents 
may fear that they may be excluded from opportunities for rewards and incentives if they do not, 
for instance, react favourably towards product options.

VI. Conclusions

This document can be described as an initial attempt to document suitable practices for consumer 
testing of food products in different parts of Ethiopia. The socio-cultural, traditional, and ethical 
norms of consumers must be considered and established before the start of testing. Food taboos 
and religious restrictions are particularly important aspects for consideration. Methodologies 
employed should complement the consumers/participants’ level of education, literacy, and 
language proficiency. . Each region and ethnic group in Ethiopia has their own unique characteristics 
and traditions. The timing and location of product testing could influence the validity and reliability 
of the data and may have significant implications for the final product market decision. Filling the 
gaps towards creating a complete guide for conducting consumer product tests in Ethiopia are 
research priorities for the future.
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