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Introduction

The United States has left the stormy
decade which brought an end to cheap food,
plentiful energy, easy credit, and steady
market growth. Retail food store sales
increased 11 percent in 1979, reaching a
total of $199.4 bill ion.1 Although many
stores experienced higher sales, approxi-
mately fIO percent of the stores experi-
enced a lower net profit.2 Increases in
the amount of leisure time, the number of
working women, and the number of fast
food chains have gradually combined to
hamper the growth rate of the food re-
tailing industry. The impact of these
circumstances-- plus changing consumption
patterns, cost pressures, insufficient
sales volume, diminishing productivity
gains, and the rapid food price in-
creases-- have necessitated new marketing
strategies.3 Grocers are seeking to im-
prove internal efficiency and under-
standing of emerg

Problem Statement

The grocery
ly developed a mu
which now include:

ng customer needs.

ndustry has successful-
ti-brand portfolio

a generic line. As a
result of this success, new questions
have arisen concerning the perceptions

of national, generic, and private brand
grocery products. Factors such as qual-
ity, taste, consistency, and desirability
may influence consumer purchasing deci-
sions. With the advent of generic branded
grocery products, additional understand-
ing of consumer preferences is needed.

Areas of Investigation

The study reported on in this paper
addressed the following objectives:

1. The comparative perceptions of
national, generic, and private
brands in terms of product attri-
butes.

2. The present consumer grocery brand
purchasing behavior.

3. The socioeconomic and brand-shopping
characteristics associated with
brand perceptions.

4. The implications of the findings for
more effective grocery product brand
marketing management.
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Methodology

in order to determine consumer per-
ception of the three brand categories,
the 33 brand and label attributes listed

in Table 5 were analyzed for perceived
value. Individual and small group per-
sonal interviews were conducted among
391 individuals. The respondents were
asked to agree or disagree with each of
33 statements using the Likert summated
five point scale. Each response was
scored ; the scores were totaled to mea-
sure the respondent’s aggregate attitude;
and the total of all response values was
calculated to determine an overall aggre-
gate attitude score for each brand cate-
gory.

Color photographs or slides of the
three brand categories were presented to
each respondent. Each picture contained

the same group of products but with
either a national, private or generic
label.

Sampling Technique

The survey area was Fort Collins,
Colorado which contains several super-
markets selling generic products. The
survey was administered to three dis-
tinct samples (Table 1). The 200 college
student sample was a convenience, non-
probability sample involving seven
classes at Colorado State University.

The second sample of 56 Fort Collins
women members of several ladies ‘ organi-
zations was also a convenience, non-
probability sample. The third sample
was a random probabil ity cluster sample
of 125 Fort Collins households. The pre-
tested questionnaire was administered by
a five person crew during the period of
November 1979 to February 1980.

Table 1. The Frequency and Percentage
Distribution of the Three Dif-
ferent Sample Segments Which
Made up the Total 381 Respon-
dents

Type of Sample No. x
——

Students 200 52.5

Random sample 125 32.8
Ladies’ organizations 56 14.7.—

TOTAL 381 100.0

Survey Results

Comparisons Between Brand Categories

The significant differences perceived
between the brand categories were price
and quality (Table 2). The 1978 SAMI
study reported that price was the main
appeal of generic products,4 but the
Bergmann study reported nutrition as the
~~::;r~ consume r appeal of generic pro-

Table 2. The Frequency and Percentage
for the Question: What is the
most significant difference
between the three brand cate-
gories?

Difference Between
Brand Categories No. %

Price 152 41.0
Qual i ty 85 22.9
Labe 1 57 15.4
Amount of advertising 54 14.6
Package 16 4.3
Other 3 1.1
No difference 3 .8

TOTAL 371 100.0
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Generic brands were selected for
their potential economic savings (Table
3), with the average consumer perceiving
a savings of about 11 percent (Table 4).
This perceived savings was at least 20
percent below the actual savings offered
by generic products at one of the major
supermarkets.

Table 3. The Frequency and Percentage
Distribution for the Question:
Which of the three brand cate-

gories offers the greatest

economic savings?

Brand Category No. %
—.

Generic 321 84.7
Private 41 10.8
National 2.4
No Difference : 2.1——

TOTAL 379 100.0

TatJle 4. The Frequency and Percentage
Distribution for the Question:
If there were a difference in
economic savings between the
brands, how much would this
savings be?

Percent Savings No. %

Less than 6% 63 17.0
6- 15% 246 66.0
6 - 50% 64 17.0——

TOTAL 373 100.O

Shopper Perceptions of
Comparative Brand Attributes

Perceptual consensus was achieved
when 50 percent or more of the respon-
dents expressed agreement or disagree-
ment about an attribute. Respondents
achieved consensus on most of the at-

tributes of national brands (Table 5).
National brands were perceived as higher
in price but were not perceived as offer-
ing more value for the money nor being
popular among friends.

The lack of consensus on a number
of generic brand attirbutes suggested
some inconsistency in opinions. This
reflected the inability of consumers to
comfortably decide and uncertainty about
characteristics of generic products.
The respondents perceived generics as
lower in price. Generics were also per-
ceived as providing more value for the
money and as popular among their friends.
Forty-five percent of the shoppers were
not frequent generic brand shoppers,
which could explain some of the lack of
consensus.

There was less consensus on private
label attributes than the national
brands . The respondents did not per-
ceive private label brands as having a
high degree of prestige. The national
brand was the only brand perceived to
project prestige to the shoppers. The
private label brand was perceived as
being lower in price.

National brand labels were per-
ceived as displaying a positive sense
of loyalty, persuasiveness, quality, and
purity. The consensus of perception
regarding the national brand label was
one of being “inviting” and offering a
large number of container size selections.

There was a higher degree of uncer-
tainty concerning the attributes of
generic products and a high level of “un-
favorable” attitude. This result could
have been due to the large number of re-
spondents who either were not exposed to
or did not purchase generic items. [n
contrast to national label brands, re-
spondents perceived generics as providing
more value for the money and as being
popular among their friends.
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Table 5. The Proportions of all Respondents Agreeing (or Disagreeing) on
Expressing a Lack of Consensus (NC) with the 33 Brand and Label Attri-
butes Asked of the 381 Fort Collins Respondents, Fall, 1979

Brand

Brand or Label Attribute National Private Generic

- Percent -

BRAND REPRESENTS:
1. value for money NC 69 67
2. reliability (trust, dependability) 90 64 NC

3. satisfaction 86 69 NC
4. convenience 64
5. prestige 71 (% (%
6. quality 82 NC NC

7. taste or flavor 91 75 NC

8. aroma
color

1:: texture
11. nutritiona’
12. purity
13. fresh (sta’
14. consistent

BRAND iS:
. desirable

K appealing
17. tempting
18. inferior

84
89
85

1eve 1 60
67

e) 72

or uniform 90

19.
20 ●

21.
22,
23.
24.
25.
26.

familiar (more than other types, etc.)
popular among my friends
confidence
price--low or high
repurchase rate
loya 1 ty
variety offered in selection
container size selection

THE LABEL IS:
27. attractive
28. understandable
29. eye-catching

30. misleading

31. informative
32. persuasive

33. inviting

85
88
78
84
97
NC

(j:)

54
68
52

95
93
91
73
68
69
80

68
71
67
66
NC

;;

88
NC
60
83
67
NC
57
NC

68
94

;;
70
NC
NC

NC
NC
NC

57
NC

(::)

NC
NC
NC
NC

77
52
NC
88

(z)
(52)
(57)

(;:)

(61)
68

(z)
(66)
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Aggreqate Attitude Scores

Aggregate attitude scores were cal-
cukted for each of the brand categories.
Higher aggregate scores indicate more
positive perceptions. The mean aggre-
gate attitude score was 3.77 for the
national brand category, 3.52 for the
private brand category, and 3.04 for the
generic brand category (Figure 1). Na-
tional label products were rated signif-
icantly more positive than private and
generic brands. The average respondent
was uncertain about the attributes of
generic products.

Analysis of variance (repeated mea-
sures) was utilized to test for signifi-
cance among the three brand aggregate
attitude scores. The F-statistic was
significant at the .0001 level. The
difference between each of the mean
aggregate attitude scores was signifi-
cant. The paired sample 5-test revealed
that the national label brand was rated
significantly higher than the private
label and generic brand and the private
label was rated significant
the generic brand.

Disaggregate Analysis

Differences Among Sub-samp

ly higher than

es

The average aggregate attribute
scores for each of the sub-samples paral-
leled the scores for the total sample.

F

Each of the subsamples rated national
brands highest, private labels second

and generI.cs last. Each of the differ-
ences was statistically significant
with one exception. The ladies’ organ-
ization sub-sample perceived national
and private as equal in the aggregate--
the higher national rating given to
national brands was not significantly
greater.

Income

Respondents in the $15,000 to $24,000
annual household income bracket rated the
national label more favorably than those
in the $10,000 to $14,999 and the $9,999-
and-less income groups. Respondents with
an annual income greater than $25,000
rated national labels less favorably than
the other income groups. The income
groups that did not purchase generics
regularly reported income of $5,000-or-

“less and $15,000 to $20,000. Respondents
with an annual income of $15,000 or
greater perceived private brands more
favorably than did those respondents with
an annual income below $15,000. The
perceptions of national and private
labels were not significantly different
for $1”0,000 to $14,999 and the $25,000-
and higher income groups.

Age

Respondents 18 to 24 years old per-
ceived national label products more

GeYIerk- Naiihnal

I -Prfvate ,

/ II
I

Negative. ~ IJnqer ain ,.Positive
1.O’” - 2..9 3.~ 4.0

$;~

I ,..,., ,..1
I

.A04 3.52 ‘3.77

gure 1. Mean aggregate attitude scores for national”, generic, and private brands
displayed on a 5-point Likert Scale.
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favorably than generic and private label.
They perceived generics label items as
being equal. The differences in mean
aggregate attitude scores of nationai,
generic, and private brands were statis-
tically significant foh both of the two
age groups of 18 to 24 and 24 and older.

Grocery Expenditures

The respondents spending $200 or
less per month for groceries rated na-
tlcmal label brands more favorably.
Generics were perceived more favorably
by the group spending more than $200 per
month. Both groups rated private labels
similarly.

Comparison Between Shopping
Behevior Brand Perception

It was hypothesized that shoppers
who looked for “sales” or “specials”
were more price conscious and likewise
had a higher positive attitude toward
generic products. However, it was found
that “sales” or ‘%pecials’l conscious re-
spondents rated national labels higher
than the generic labels.

Shoppers who reported buying name
brand products gave national label
brands more favorable ratings than did
the entire sample. The same shoppers
gave generic labels a iower rating than
the whole sample.

Sunmnary and Implications

The overall attitude toward national
brands was positive. The respondents per-
ceived national labeled products as being
satisfying, prestigious, high In quality,
flavorful, nutritious, appealing, and
superior, with attractive and informative
labels. The national brand projected
confidence and a sense of brand ioyalty.
A typical comment was: “i will pay a
little extra for national brands to get
the added quality and consistency that
i want.”

Overall attitude toward generics
was different. The respondents per-
ceived generics as being nutritious,
encouraging repurchase, and label led
with understandable, not misleading, and
informative labels. The respondents per-
ceived generics as having a low price and
providing more value for the money. Ge-
nerics were perceived as being popular
among friends. Price was an important
differentiating characteristic between
generics and national labels. The re-
spondents did not perceive generic pro-
ducts as being prestigious, nor the label
as attractive, persuasive, or inviting.
A majority of respondents did not report
a loyalty toward generics nor did they
report that the generic line offered an
adequate variety or container size offer-
ings. Generic products were not per-
ceived as being uniform in quality, but
the respondents gave high consensus
ratings to their nutrition content. A
typical comment was, “Generics are in-
consistent in quality. Some products are
good while others arenlt and I won’t buy
them again.”

The private brands, like national
brands, received high ratings. The re-
spondents rated private label products
high in value for the money, reliability,
satisfaction, flavor, nutrition, appeal,
superiority and confidence and the label
as attractive and informative. The re-
spondents did not perceive private brands
as prestigious and were uncertain whether
these products exhibited quality and
purity. They were unsure of container
size selection and their sense of brand
loyalty.

National labei products were the only
products perceived to create a sense of
brand loyalty, persuasiveness, quality,
and purity. National brands were the only
products perceived to be inviting and of-
fering a large number of container size
selections. Generics was the only product
line that was perceived as being popular
among the respondents’ friends.
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The primary brand selection criteria
for the respondents was price. Generic
brands were selected as the brand cate-
gory providing the greatest economic
savings but they grossly under-estimate
this savings.

The results of this project reflect
a distinct consensus of national and
private label brands and a lesser con-
sensus of generic products.

The image of National Brands was
that of:

-,. v+~ality consistency and uniformity,
- Quality reliability,
-“ Tasteful and flavorful, and
-- Familiarity.

The image of Pr
was that of:

.. Lower pricedj
- familiarity.

vate Label Brands

d

We image of .,.
tl?nj, of:

-- Lower priced, ~.ti~.
-= Lacking prestige.

Should retailers sell generics?
The risk is that of store image. Should
retailers avoid generics? The risk is
that of lost volume. However, this does
not really represent a dilemma. Retai 1-
ers should promote and merchandise the
image they want but offer price variety
through generics as long as customers
purchase the items at a profitable level
and are offered the variety they desire.

The survival of generics appears to
hinge on an ability to reinforce a per-
ceived price difference which offsets
quality differences. The protection of
national and private labels will depend
on a perceived quality and value advan-
tage and an implicit advantage of nutri-
ent content per unit cost.

Journal of Food Dlstributlon Research

Theoretical Conclusions

Before concluding this paper, a word
should be offered about some theoretical
explanations of the results of this
research. Two perspectives are offered:
one from the psychological perspective of
buying behavior theory and another from
sociology.

Buying Behavior

The theory of cognitive dissonance
has been useful in understanding consumer
brand purchasing behavior. The basic
concept of the theory says that when two
relevant pieces of information (percep-
tions of several alternatives) are in-
consistent, a psychological tension is
created which results in discomfort.
The individual will strive to eliminate
or minimize this discomfort. The per-
ceptions of the three brand categories
suggest the psychological justification
factors used by consumers to minimize the
discomfort resulting from generic and
natiofia”i brand purchases.

“Most buying behavior is a repet-
itive decision process. In any
repetitive situation, there exists
a tendency on the part of the in-
dividual decision-maker to
routinize the decision process
in order to minimize unnecessary
duplication of search effort.

Furthermore, the process of routini-
zation is a dynamic, over-time
phenomenon which entails the learn-
ing of relevant cognition and
structuring them. Howard and
Sheth call it a psychology of
simplification.

Given the fact that buying behavior
is a repetitive decision process
and that the consumer adapts to
the situation by routinization, it
follows that dissonance (discord)
is reduced over-time. Such reduc-
tion may then result in no dissonance
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at all after the buyer has pur-
chased a product several times
and probably has a strong brand
preference.

Repetitive buying also creates
greater familiarity with the
buying situation. The greater
the familiarity, the less the
dissonance since the cognition
are more structured and consis-
tent with greater experience.”G

The extent that “familiarity” was a
perceived characteristic of national and
private labels does not preclude the
possibility that, in time, this will be-
come a factor with generics also. Con-
stsners may base their familiarity on the
economic advantage of generics or on the
quality disadvantage. Thus, the purchase
implications of familiarity with generics
is uncertain.

The shopping behaviors and percep-
tions of the sub-samples have resulted
from both experiences (as in the random
and homemaker samples) and inexperience
(student sample).

In simplifying the shopping process,
familiarity and reduced shopping effort
have apparently resulted. The expressed
perceptions presumably reflect the means
used for reducing the discord and the
problems in choosing between the three
labels.

Sociological Perspectives’

Human beings, according to Hertzler,
construct a social world with conven-
tional, socially acceptable categories
and demarcated boun~aries for their
everyday existence. Human beings, ac-
cording to Berger and Luckman, create
an environment that is ordered, pat-
terned, and conceived as “out there.”g
Human beings, once they have constructed
their order, have a tendency to protect
and maintain that consistency. Numerous
perspectives have noted the tendency

February 81/page 11?

toward the preservation of the status
quo. Even at the individual level,
there is vested interest in having “the
world” remain “the same,” providing a
sense of security. Human beings have
been called “creatures of habit,”
“similarity seekers” where order is a
necessity. There is a fear of meaning-
lessness.

The consumer in the United States
certainly does not find him/herself in
the most secure of environments. Like
any other group, he/she attempts to
carve up a predictable secure world.
Once an adaptation is made to a problem,
such as finding a satisfactory brand, a
certain order is established. One may
even reject a solution to a problem,
such as a cheap product in times of
economic stress, once an adaptation to
the problem has been institutionalized.

Most consumers presumably would
like to have more disposable income and
lower food prices. However, the results
of this study suggest that the respond-
ents will rely on national brands and
private labels for the consistency of
quality and the security of preparing a
fine meal for family and guests. Al-
though price is important, perceived
order and consistency frequently become
the over-riding considerations in brand
choice.
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ECONOMICIMPLICATIONSOF THE NEMFOODSTAMP PROGRAM

ON SELECTEDFOODCOMMODITIES
by:

Chung L. Huang
and

Stanley M. Fletcher
University of Georgia

Experiment, Georgia

The present legal authority for the
Food Stamp Program (FSP) is the Food and
Agriculture Act of 1977. The legislation
includes a thorough overhaul of the FSP

which was enacted into law in 1964, The
most significant impact on both partici-
pation and the food industry is the elim-
ination of the purchase requirement that
participants pay for food stamps. Under
the new legislation, participants receive
food stamps free of charge such that the
benefits received are roughly equivalent
to the value of bonus stamps under the
old program (7).

Previous studies generally concur
that participation in the FSP increases

household food purchases (4, 5). How-
ever, there is some consensus in research
evidence that suggests the food stamp
purchase requirement has been a signifi-
cant barrier to program participation
for many eligible households (1, 6).
Since the new legislation took effect

January 1, 1979, the enrollment of food
stamp participation has swelled from
15.9 million peopl,e in December 1978 to
over 19 million in May 1979. Consequen-
tly, the administration had to ask Con-
gress to appropriate 650 million dollars
in supplemental funds over and above the
6.2 billion dollars already earmarked for
the fiscal year to keep benefits flowing
to FSP recipients.
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