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A Useful Study of Commodity Promotion 


Commod,ty Advert..ing. The Economics and 
Measurement of Generic Programs By Dian D 
Forker and Ronald W Ward New York Lexmgton 
Books (Macmtllan). 1993. 294 pages, $21 95 

Reviewed by Karen Ackerman 

ThIS book IS the fil st comprehensIve study of 
generIC advertIsIng and promotIOn by agrIcultural 
commodIty OJ ganIzatlOns The authors, Professors 
Olan Forker and Ron Ward, present both the 
economIc and InstItutIOnal aspects of commodIty 
promotIOn, draWIng on several dIscIplInes for theIr 
analysIs Overall, the authors present a very 
complex subject In a straIghtforward mannel 

As early as the 1880's, U S agrIcultural producers 
JOIned together to Jund and conduct actIvItIes to 
stabIlIze prIces and Improve theIr returns In the 
century that followed, a complex web of state and 
federal regulatIOns establIshed a plethora of pro­
ducer organIzatIOns wIth authorIty to conduct 
many types of promotIOn, research, and marketing 
actIvItIes In the mId-1950's, many commodIty 
organIzatIons expanded theIr tradItIonal actIvItIes 
by cultIvatIng partnershIps wIth the federal gov­
ernment to develop export markets for U S 
plOducts 

HIgher fundIng and greater scrutInY have In­
creased both the ImpOJ tance of commodIty promo­
tIOn as a marketIng tool and the need to evaluate 
ItS performance 'CommodIty organIzatIOns cur­
rently manage extensIve research and promotIOn 
programs whIch Include actIvItIes that emphasIze 
product as well as market development FundIng 
from producers has, Increased due to the expansIOn 
of check-off programs Federal fundIng for export 
market promotIOn grew substantIally SInce the 
mId-1980's, peakIng In 1992, before fallIng due to 
budgetalY plessures 

The book IS dIVIded Into 8 chapters In the first 
ch';pteI, the authors Introduce theIr subject, POSI­
tIOn It In the spectrum of food marketIng Issues, 
and develop a JustIficatIOn for producers' support 
for generIC advertISIng The authors propose a 
theOJY of commod'lty advertISIng In' the second 
chaptel whIch prOVIdes the theoretIcal underpIn­
nIng for theIr dISCUSSIOn of evaluatIOn The thIrd 
chapter examInes promotIOn objectIves and stI at ­
egIes LegIslatIve, producer, and admInIstratIve 

Ackerman IS an agncultural economist With the CommercIal 
Agnculture DJVlSlOn, ERS 

support for commodIty advertISIng IS dIscussed In 
the fourth chaptel Chapter 5 deSCrIbes the current 
promotIOn organIzatIOns and actIvItIes After pre­
sentIng dIfferent types of program evaluatIOns In 
Chapter 6 and case stud18s of evaluatIOns m 
Chapter 7, the authors conclude the book WIth 
evolVIng polIcy challenges 

The authors propose a solId, workable framework 
for econometrIC analYSIS of commodIty advertISIng 
They define commodIty advertISIng as a means of 
InformIng consumers about prod uct characterIstics 
GenerIc advertISIng adds value to the OrIgInal 
product by mformIng consumers about product 
attllbutes that they mIght not have known pre­
VIOusly Thus, generiC advel bSIng expendItures 
become an argument of consumer demand and can 
be conSIdered In a demand equatIOn WIth other 
varIables such as prIce and Income 

DefinIng commodIty advertISIng as a means of 
conveYIng InformatlOn to consumers IS one ap­
proach to the analYSIS of commodIty promotIOn 
However, some generIC advertiSIng appeals more to 
consumers' emotIOns than It conveys In~ormatlOn 
AnalYZIng advertISIng as a means of alterIng 
consumer behaVIOr has proven to be less ope~a­
tIonal In econometrIC frameworks MeanwhIle, 
consumer research has become more sophIstIcated 
and more centered In psychologIcal models of 
consumer behaVIOr 

The authors ale most successful when they draw 
on theIr conSIderable expenence to develop 
guIdelInes for promotIOn program operatIOn and 
evaluatIOn In Chapter 2, the authors lIst the 
factors whIch affect the success of commodIty 
advertISIng For example, the authors IndIcate that 
It IS eaSIer to communIcate InformatIOn about 
characterIstIcs of products that do not lose theIr 
IdentIty In the marketIng channels In Chapter 3, 
the authors present several objectIves of com­
modIty promotIOn and use baSIC economIc theory to 
Illustrate how objectIves are met 

In Chapter 6, the authors present several evalua­
tIon approaches and methodolOgIes and d,scuss 
theIr approprIateness The authors emphaSIze that 
the approaches and methods chosen for program 
evaluatIOn must reflect the chosen plogram crite­
rIa If program managers are asked to address 
1eturns to ploducers, an econometrIc approach 
may be lequll ed If the CrIterIOn to be addl essed IS 
Improved consumer awaleness, program managers 
should conduct a comparIson of consumer aware-
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ness surveys before and after the marketmg 
campaign This chapter also will be useful for 
advertismg agency managers handhng commodity 
promotIOn accounts 

The authors also draw dlstmctlOns between pro­
gr am objectIves and performance criteria, pre­
program and post-program evaluatIOn efforts, con­
trolled samples or market tests, and studies of 
consumer behavIOr They develop theorIes defimng 
antiCipated promotIOn effects For example, the 
authors propose that the rate of response to 
promotIOnal efforts depends 'on the product and 
level of market maturIty The mtroductlOn of a 
product With highly "pubhshable attrIbutes" may 
produce a fast (and possibly large) response 
Products that already are famlhar to consumers 
may requIre more promotIOn Investment to,achleve 
small responses PromotIOn efforts are not useful 
at all when consumptIOn IS hIgh and consumers 
are highly famillar With the product's 
characteristics 

The book IS aimed at a Wide range of prospective 
readers, mcludmg commodity promotIOn board 
members, unIverSIty students, economIC and con­
summ re5eal chers, government pohcymakers, and 
commodity orgamzatlOn promotIOn managers The 
second, thll d, sixth, and seventh chapters could be 
extracted for a course on econometrIC analysls of 
commodity promotIOn Potential commodity orgam­
zatlOn board members wlll benefit from the 
dlscusslOn of promotIOn obJectlves m the third 
chaptel, the development of the mstItutlOns, and 
the strategies adopted by a range of agricultural 
commodity orgamzatlOns 

The book generally was easy to read However, I 
had ,to hack through the forest of defimtlOns m 
Chapter 1 I would suggest that less academlcally­
mclmed readers skip much of Chapter 1 

While thiS book IS an exhaustive study of com­
modity promotIOn m the Umted States, It does 
leave a few al eas for further research Some open 
Issues mclude the effectiveness of export versus 
domestic promotIOn, the relatlOnshl ps between 
commodity promotIOn and domestic prIce support 
programs, the cross-commodity effects of com­
modity promotIOn, the ever-popular concerns about 
data, and potential Improvements m evaluatIOn 
approaches 

In the 1990's, fundmg from natIOnal check-offs 
mcreased by about $80-90 mllhon annually, but 
Federal fundmg for export promotIOn dropped to 
about $130 mllhon annually m 1994 from $230 

m!lhon annually from 1989 through 1992 I As 
Federal fundmg for export promotIOn IS reduced, 
exp~rt promotional efforts w!ll compete With do­
mestic advertlsmg for producer funds Producers 
Will seek comparIsons between returns on domestic 
and export promotions as gIlldance for fundmg 
allocatIOns The authors did not advertise their 
book as a gUide to the analYSIS of export 
promotIOn, although the conceptual framework 
presented m thiS book may provide a basIs for 
analYSIS of the effects of non,pnce promotIOn on 
export demand However, the applicatIOn of the 
framework presented m thiS book to the evaluatIOn 
of export promotIOn reqUires further attentIOn from 
researchers 

GenerIc advertlsmg and promotIOn covers a Wide 
range of agrIcultural. commodities, but fundmg 
levels represent a small share of U S Department 
of Agriculture support for prImary commodities 
such as grams, OIlseeds, and cotton An m­
creasmgly market-OrIented approach to farm legIs­
lahon should motIvate researchers to analyze -the 
costs and benefits of commodlty advertlsmg versus 
prIce support programs 

The bulk of the demand (and the fundmg) for 
evaluatIOn of commodity promotIOn has come from 
the commodity orgamzatlons themselves Many of 
the questions answered by the analyses address 
the needs of commodity program managers How­
ever, researchers might want to apply theIr skIlls 
to larger pohcy questIOns such as the cross­
commodity effects of generIC promotIOns and the 
costs and benefits of generic promotIOn versus 
government and marketmg order prIce supports 

Fmally, the authors thoroughly diSCUSS the Impor­
tance of contmumg to develop appropriate data for 
analyses and new analytical approaches and 
methodolOgies Professors Forker and Ward have 
given us an admirable exammatlOn of geneTic 
commodity evaluatIOn Their book IS a good 
foundatIOn for others ,to bUild upon 

lAbout 60 percent of Federal agrIcultural non-prtce promo· 
hon programs fund genenc export promotIOns The rest of the 
Federal non-pnce export promotIOn program funds are used to 
reimburse up to one-half of the ehgIble advertlsmg costs of 
partlclpabp.g pTlvate companies In selected export markets 
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