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THE EFFECT OF RETAIL FOOD NEWSPAPER ADVERTISING
ON CONSUMER DECISION MAKING

by
Robert S. Welsh

Central Michigan University
Mt. Pleasant, Michigan

Presents results of a study of
consumers reaction to newspaper
advertisement by food stores in
terms of shopping habits, ap-
praisal of advertising, use of

and benefits derived from ad-

vertisements .

The advertising program for the retail
food firm is an essential, integral part of
the firm’s overall marketing strategy. Sub-

stantial expenditures are made for adver-
tising to get customers into the stores,
but are the firms maximizing the return from
their advertising effort? It is difficult

to evaluate the effectiveness of advertis-
ing, but we do know in food retailing what
advertised “hot specials” will do for our

sales in a one week period, so often we as-
sume that we are adequately communicating
with the consumer. However, is our ad-

vertising as effective as it could and

should be? Apparently many firms do not
realize what an outstanding advertising pro-
gram can do for the firm’s merchandising
efforts as generally the advertising pro-
grams in food retailing seem to continue to
have many deficiencies.

Present State of Retail Food
Newspaper Advertising

In 1968, Stephen Baker, writing in Ad-
vertising Age, stated that supermarket =
vertisements have not changed in the last
twenty to thirty years as.,they continue to
look like huge bingo games.l This article
along with other articles and studies in
recent years points out that the present

state of retail food newspaper advertising
continues to leave a lot to be desired as
there are problems of sameness, advertise-
mentts lacking creativity and imagination,

and a low level of effectiveness. why do
these problems continue to exist? The dif-
ficulties seem to be due to: (1) the lack
of a definite firm and store image to pro-
ject in some cases, (2) the inability to
communicate image through newspaper adver-
tising, (3) extensive utilization of coop-
erative advertising allowances with con-

siderable emphasis on price, (4) the ad-
vertising department lacks creative talent,
(5) insufficient time to develop creative,
imaginative ads, (6) top management is more
interested in operations, finances, etc.,
than in advertising and thus doesn’t seem
to realize the need for improving the quality
and effectiveness and changing the emphasis
of advertising programs, (7) short run ad-

vertising goals and no long range objec-
tives, and (8) the national agencies are
not geared to effectively and profitably

handle retail food firms’ advertising pro-

grams .

Some critics contend that the primary
cause of the problem is a lack of talent in
the firms’ advertising departments. The ad-
vertising departments of retail food firms
have not, for the most part, hired profes-
sionally trained creative talent, and when
they have had good talent, frequently it has
been difficult to hold these individuals.
Many individuals presently working inadver-
tising departments have been promoted from
other functional areas in the business, and
consequently have had little, if any, pro-
fessional advertising training Therefore,
optimum performance isn’t being received and
shouldn’t be expected from individuals that
are not specialists in advertising. Pro-
fessional talent is a prerequisite for de-
veloping strong effective advertising pro-
gram.

Consumer firm and store loyalty in food
retailing isat a very low level as shoppers
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move from store to store depending on the
firms’ specials, Possibly there is little
loyalty due to the fact that almost all of
the newspaper advertising efforts are sim-
ilar andare of a price nature. Consequent-
ly, with the similarity of the price pro-
motional advertisements there is no great
advantage to be gained by a particular firm
unless the firm seems to have the best spe-
cials or best prices for a particular week.
Certainly one of the reasons for the price
advertising is the cooperative advertising
allowances . If the retail food firm had to
pay the total cost for all of the advertis-
ing of this type, would they be willing to
pay the bill?

A study by Burgoyne concerning shop-
ping habits emphasizes the low level of con-
sumer loyalty. The study revealed that nine
out of ten consumers buy in more than one
supermarket, and they patronize an average
of 2.8 different stores each month for vari-
ety, quality, and the products that are being
sold at special prices. More than half of

the consumers studied also visit a conven-
ience store. Approximately four out of five
read advertisements for twoor more different
food stores andmore than half of these con-

sumers compare prices. The factor most im-
portant to the consumer when selecting2a
store to,patronize is low grocery prices.

The retail food newspaper advertising
of some firms has improved somewhat in re-
cent years, but the lack of creativity and
imagination, sameness, and the price approach
continue to dominate and the advertising is
not achieving maximum effectiveness. Adver-

tising continues to be outdated as firms
seem to worry more about the short run as-
pects such as what advertised specials will
competition use than they do about their
own advertising program complements and sup-
ports the firm’s overall marketing strategy.
We must realize that an advertising program
is more than just weekend merchandising
(“get thereinthe store this weekend”). Ad-
vertising, over aperiod of time, has a long
range effect as it creates a firm’s and a
store’s image. Management needs to become
more interested in the advertising aspect of
thebus-iness. More overall planning and di-
rection and long range goals for the adver-
tising programareneeded, And professional
talent must be utilized in developing a

creative, imaginative advertising program
that will project the firm’s image and build
store loyalty. Many firms are presently
exerting considerable effort to create and
develop a particular image, but effective
advertising to communicate this image to
consumers is not being utilized in many
cases ,

This research study has been conducted
to provide additional information concern-
ing consumer expectations and opinions of
retail food newspaper advertising, and how
consumers use the advertising. There was
no intent to study how food retailers use
advertising, and to evaluate the effective-
ness of different types of advertising pro-
grams such as the sales results from using
various items for specials. Hopefully the
study will provide information that will be
useful in making advertising more effective
in communicating the merchandising strategy,
and projecting the firm’s image; thus in-
creasing firm and store patronage and loy-
alty.

Study Objective and Methodology

The study focused on newspaper adver-
tising rather than the overall advertising
program, as most firms spend more than half
of their advertising budget on the newspa-

3 The specific focus was on howper medium.
consumers perceive retail food firm newspa-
per advertising, and what effect the adver-
tising has on consumers’ attitudes and
shopping behavior. An explanatory research
design was utilized and 240 homemakers who
read retail food newspaper ads were inter-
viewed. This eliminated the consumer who
does notread food advertising, and 18.4% of
the total respondents contacted did not read
the ads. The universe for the study was the
Pensacola, Florida urban area (city and sub-
urbs) ,

The sample design was nonprobability
stratified judgment sampling. However, in
order that the sample approximate a prob-
ability sample as closely as possible, a
random stratified sample of one hundred and
twenty streets was selected from all the
streets in Pensacola with the objective be-
ing to obtain responses from all socio-eco-
nomic groups. On a judgment basis two
homemakers on each streetwere then selected
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to be interviewed. The questionnaire in-

cluded 38 open end, multiple choice and di-
chotomous questions. The time spent on the
personal interviews in the respondents home
ranged from thirty to forty-five minutes per
interview.

The findings of the study are summarized
rather than presenting the data in many pages
of tables. The summary is divided into four
sections and these are shopping habits, ap-
praisal of advertising, useof advertisements
and the benefits derived from advertisements.

Summary of Consumers’ Responses

I. Shopping Habits

1. 69.3% shop at the same store reg-
ularly (do not necessarily buy all of their
groceries at this store), 72.5% shop at two
or more stores, and 25.0% visit three or
more stores for their shopping.

2. Consumers responded that they se-
lected their present food store or stores
for shopping because of convenience (36.29%),
low prices (24.80%), friends recommended the
store or stores (11.4%), and selection of
merchandise (8.88%).

3. When she shops at the same store or
stores consistently, she responded that the
reason for continually returningto the store
or stores was because of prices (34.5%), con-
venience of location (28.6%), selection of
merchandise (7.8%), friendly service (6.5%),
quality (6.0%), clean store (5.4%), store
familiarity (5.2%), andhabit (1.96%). (Note
the difference in (2) and (3)--probably be-
cause of how the question was asked,)

4. For those that shopped at more than
one store 40.2% shopped at an additional
store or stores due to advertised specials,
and 29.34% because of the convenience of
location.

5. 48.2% use a shopping list when do-
ing their shopping, and of those using a
shopping list 66.5% consult newspaper adver-
tising to prepare the list.

II. Use of Advertisements

1. All of the consumers involved in
the study read ads, but only 73,5% read

one or more stores’ ads the week of

the survey.

2. 20,1% base their store selection
decision (store or stores) for shopping pri-
marily on the weekly newspaper advertisement.
(Note there is a discrepancy between this
statistic and the statistic in (4). The
difference is probably due to the wording
of the question--primarily influence as ver-
sus assist in influencing).

3. When correlating weekly expendi-
tures for groceries with the use of newspa-
per advertising to make the store selection
decision, as the amount ofmoney spent weekly
for groceries increases, the utilization of
advertising to assist in making the store
selection decision also increases. For
those spending less than $15 weekly, 33.3%
make use of newspaper advertising in decid-
ing what store or stores to shop, 34.9X in
the $16 to $25 weekly grocery expenditure
category, 42,8% for the $26 to $35 category,
and 47.7% for those spending $36 to $50
weekly.

4. The correlation of weekly expendi-
tures for groceries with the utilization of
newspaper advertising to assist in making
the product selection decision, indicates,
that as expenditures for groceries increase,
the utilization of advertising to assist in
making the product selection decision also
increases . For those spending less than $15
weekly for groceries, 39.1% make use of ad-
vertising to decide what products to buy,
50.0% in the $16 to $25 weekly grocery ex-
penditure category, and 54.5% for those
spending $36 to $50 weekly.

5. The correlation of age groups with
newspaper advertising usage in assisting to
make the store selection decision for shop-
ping indicated the following pattern. From
24 to 27 years of age 37.5% used advertis-
ing in making the store selection decision,
44.2% in the 28 to 35 age group, 48.8% in
the 36 to 50 group, 52.1% in the 51 to 65
group, and 45.1?. in the over 65 age group.

6. When correlating age with newspaper
advertising usage for assisting inmaking the
product selection decision the percentage of
usage in different age groups from 24 to 50
was remarkably the same, ranging from 53.4%
to 54.0%. The percentage of usage for the
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51t065 and over 65 age groups decreased as
the usage dropped to 31,6% for the 51 to 65
age group, and was 42.8% for the over 65
group.

7. When considering what advertised
specials have the greatest influence on the
store selection and merchandise selection
decision, 35.3% regard meat as the most im-
portant, 17.9% stated canned vegetables and
fruit, 10.8% detergents, 8.7% coffee, 7.7%
stamps, 6,5% frozen vegetables and fruit,
and 4.7% shortening.

8. When asked what is the best bargain
inanad, 39.9% responded meat specials, and
29,4% stated low prices for various specials
other than meat.

9. By taking advantage of advertised
specials, 46.3% believe they save $1 to $5
monthly on their food cost, 32.8% from $5
to $10, and 15.9% more than $10 savings per
month.

10. When asked what advertised specials
would make you drive out of your way or trav-
el a considerable distance to shop at an-
other store or stores 58.2% stated meat, 7.1%
canned goods, and 5.7% coffee, staples, beer
and milk, 20.6% reported that there were no
advertised specials that would make them
drive out of their way to another store for
shopping. 39.6% reported theywill drive up
to five extra miles to save on advertised
specials.

11. 59.2% prefer to wait for specials
at their favorite store or stores while 34.9%
prefer not to wait and will go to other

stores when advertised specials are partic-
ularly attractive. (32,5% reported that

they ‘shop the
eral stores).

12. 45.4%
ped newspaper
shopping.

13. 20,3%

advertised specials at sev-

reported that they have clip-
coupons and used them when

reported that the advertising
of extra stamps has attracted them to a par-
ticular store even though they do not reg-
ularly shop at that particular store.

III, Benefits Derived From Advertisements

1. 45.4% believe that saving money on
shopping is the major benefit gained from
newspaper ads, 20.7% feel that providing in-
formation concerning the specials in dif-
ferent stores or their favorite store is the
major benefit, and 5,2% reported that ad-
vertisements did not provide them any bene-
fits. (multiple answers from a few respon-
dents)

2. 73.9% reported they stock up on
advertised items (specials) to save money
with the preferences being 29.4% for canned
goods, 20,8% for meat, 17.1% for staples,
and 5,3% for frozen foods.

3. When asked what they liked the most
about food ads, 46.7% contended that infor-
mation on specials and prices is what they
prefer, and other preferences are 9.1% for
price comparisons, and 4.2% for aiding the

planning for shopping. 6.7% do not like

anything about ads.

Iv. Consumers’ Appraisal of Advertising

1. 24.9% reported no criticisms of ad-
vertising, 10,0% stated cluttered, 8.8% mis-
leading, 8.4% out of advertised specials,
5.6% criticized repetitious ads, 5.6% were
critical of advertising a special when the
regular price is used, 5.2% were critical of
the small print, and 2.8% contended that ads
are false and misleading,

2. 9,1% believe that food retailing
newspaper advertisements are more imagina-
tive than other types of retailers’ newspa-
per ads, 35% feel they are about equal in
imagination, and 43.6% bel%eve that food
firm ads are less imaginative. For those
reporting less imagination, 32,3% criticized
the repetition, 12.3% stated the ads lacked
creativity, 9.2% reported that ads just pre-
sent the bare facts, and 4,6% believe that

the ads are more cluttered.

3. 19.8% do not think ads are dull,
56,9% believe that ads are sometimes dull
and uninteresting, and 23,4% reported that
they think ads are almost always dull and
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uninteresting, The reasons stated for dull
ads were 16.7% repetitious, 10.4% uninterest-
ing, 9.4% lack imagination, 4.2% too factual,
and 1.0% false.

4, 37.8% reported large ads and 19.5%
stated the use of color as being important
characteristics of ads that can be used to
attract attention to the advertising.

Conclusion

This exploratory study probed consumers’
attitudes and opinions about the retail food
newspaper advertisements they read. However,
there isa major limitation in that the uni-
verse is one city in the southeastern part
of the United States and thus the concern is
whether the results from this universe repre-
sent the attitudes and opinions of consumers
throughout the country. Also, the advertis-
ing in this cityis primarily price oriented,
as very little institutional and other forms
of nonprice advertising arebeingused. Con-

sequently, it is difficult to extrapolate
the results for use in all areas of the
United States, due to the environmental and
behavioral differences and the variances in
the newspaper advertising approaches being
used by retail food firms throughout the
country. In order to alleviate some of the
universe problemin this study, another sim-
ilarstudy with modifications will be made in
two Midwestern cities in 1973.

The study results indicate that a sub-
stantial proportion of consumers are some-
what critical of advertising and their com-
plaints concern repetition, cluttered adver-
tising items with regular prices as being
specials, small print, the lack of imagina-
tion and creativity and the ads are dull and
uninteresting. Consumers like neat, attrac-
tive, large advertisements in color that are
not cluttered.

Some consumers seem to want nonprice
information pertaining to product selection
and how to use products if this information
will help them buy prudently. However,
this study indicates that the majority of
the consumers want advertising to primarily
provide them information on specials and
prices . It is quite apparent that consum-
ers are treating their grocery buying ser-
iously and are using the information pro-
vided by the newspaper advertisements to

make decisions concerning what products to
buy and where to shop. Nonprice advertis-

ing still takes a secondary role to the
shoppers ‘ preferences for low prices and
convenience. Does this mean that advertis-

ing must concentrate only or primarily on
prices . No, advertising shoulddo more than
just inform the consumers about prices and
specials. Even though the advertising
stresses price, the advertising is pro-
moting or not promoting the firm and its
stores in a general sense, as advertising is
creating an image in the mind of the con-
sumer. The consumer absorbs an image from
the advertising , whether she realizes it
consciously or not.

There is an absence of personal sales-
manship in the store to mold the shoppers’
attitude and opinion (image of the store)
so the nonpersonal advertising message is
quite important, since it communicates a
particular image. Therefore, why not com-
plement a good price format with a strong
image format in the advertising? Some firms
are doing some of this, but not nearly
enough. Price adswill draw a significantly
higher readership than image ads, so con-
sider combining price and image in the ad-
vertising. Price will draw customers into
the store and the image advertising is cap-
able of building a loyal core of store pat-
ronage. A combination of price and image in
the format will give the advertising person-
ality, make it more interesting and improve
the readability. Consumers forget what
items you had on special two weeks ago or
last week, but they tend to remember what
you say about your firm, stores, employees
and the other nonprice information provided
in the advertising.

In conclusion, food retailers, in too
many cases, are continuing their pattern of
allowing the manufacturer, their previous
advertising decisions or habit and competi-
tions ‘ advertising to manage their adver-
tising destiny. The firm must develop a
long-range advertising strategy. Price
should continue tobe extremely important as

you need to tell the consumer how much you
can save her, but also utilize nonprice in-
formation as this injects interest and read-
ability into advertising and creates an image
that will build loyalty and store patronage.
Most firms apparently expect advertising to
do little more than to get consumers to try
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their stores, but well planned and executed 30ne recent study, indicatedthat news-
advertising programs can do a lot more. papers are the dominant medium, and the only

medium used by all respondents. The median

lStephen Baker,
expenditurefornewspaperadvertisingwas 68%

“Supermarket Ads Must of the typical chain advertising budget.
Change”, Advertising Age, December 2, 1968, “Food Chain Advertising Expenditure Study”,
p. 98. New York. Food Ad Bulletin, No. 5, January

9 1972,
‘ProgressiveGrocer,New York. February

1972, p. 30.
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WESTERN CONSUMERS’ ATTITUDE TOWARD THE FOOD INDUSTRY

by
Lanny Hernandez

University of Southern California
Los Angeles, California

Presents results of a survey of
Southern California supermarket
customers relating to such items
as unit pricing,open code dating,
and private label products.

The study was conducted at the request
of the Western Association of Food Chains
to determine how supermarket customers view
the food industry. Particular emphasis was
placed upon determining consumer knowledge
and use of unit price information and open
code dating, consumer knowledge and percep-
tions of private label products, and their
recall of certain images.

The study was designedand conducted by
twenty-nine students of the Food Marketing
Management Program at the University of
Southern California. Under thedirection of
Dr.JamesH. Stevenson, Professor of Market-
ing and Head of the Program, these students
interviewed 1,018 California shoppers.

The sample plan was designed to give a
geographically representative sample of
Southern California shoppers. The respon-
dents were interviewed as theyentered their
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localmarkets,and thesemarket locationswere
chosen in approximate relation to the mar-
ket share of each chain or independent.

Results

Fifty percent of the consumers inter-
viewed indicated that they shopped at two
or more foodstores during the previous week
and that duringthatweek, they averaged 2,5
shoppingtrips, Forty percentsaid thatthey
shopped three or more times per week.

When questioned as to what should be
improved in supermarkets to better satisfy
consumers,those interviewedmentioned faster
check-out and lower prices most often. In
additionto quality meats, fresh produce and
store location,low prices and fastcheck-out
also were rated as important factors in
selecting a supermarket. Consumers rated
price per pound and fat content as the most
important considerations when purchasing
fresh meat.

The value of food coupons was investi-
gates using threedifferent questions. six-
ty percent of those intervieweddidnot feel
that “couponsrepresentan important savings
. . . .in food purchasing”. Seventy
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