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PROBLEMS IN INFORMING CONSUMERS 

Marie Ferree 

As the title of t hi s presenta t ion suggests - there~ some problems 
in informing consumers. I could i nte rpret my purpose as that of presenting 
a genera l critique of the problems and the reasons for their existence. 
However , I believe there is little to be gained from such an approach. 
I prefer to look at the task as one of responsibi Ii ties and opportunities 
for those of us who are engaged in informing consumers. 

Our bas ic philosophy is sound. In a democracy, we be lieve that an 
informed public will make the right decisions. Our primary responsibility 
then, is information for decision making. With unbiased and timely 
informat ion, consumers will make decisions that will lead to increased 
satisfactions or compentenci es in fulfilling their physical, social and 
economic and aesthetic wants and needs. 

I believe the area of our responsibilities and opportunities in 
informing consumers is three-fold. \./e have the responsibility and 
opportunity of learning the best technical means of reaching consumers; 
speaking the l anguage of consumers and making use of the tools which 
motivate consumers to act ion . 

tet's explore the first of our responsib i Ii ties and opportuniti es -
that of learning the technical means of reaching consumers. In a study 
of consumers in t he city of Muskegon, Mi chigan , we found that the single 
source of food buying information most used by homemakers was - magazines. 
Fortyeone percent of the homemakers stated that magazines were mos t often 
used as a source of food buying informati on. Newspapers were a c lose 
second, with 37°/o of the homemake rs stat ing that they used newsp apers 
111ost often as a source of f ood buying information. Magazi nes and news­
papers are the keys to disseminating food buying informat ion ••• other 
inforrna!: ion for cons •Jmers probably has other channe ls that are better. 
Our t ask is to f ind them. 

Another face t of our responsibility in learn ing the technical means 
of reaching consumers is that of putting information in the place where 
consumers can easily make use of it. This presents the opportunity of 
working more closely with the distributive trades. I believe we have 
only begun t o work with peopl e in the distributive trades and we haven't 
even begun to make the best use of this channel. Our experiences in 
Michigan have shown that distributive trades people are willing and 
eager allies in getting t:.onsumer in·formation into the hands of c011sumers. 
In Michigan each month, we distribute 70,000 printed food buying 
info rmat ion bulletins through retail food stores. The bull et ins are 
written by a member of our staff, with the techni ca l and background 
assistc:ince of peopl e in all phases of the food industry. I have some of 
these bu llet ins avai I ab le if anyone would care to have a c lose look at 
them. 



So we f ind t he best techni ca l means of reach ing consume rs - t hen 
what? The re is an area of our responsibility called - "speaking the 
l anguage of t he consumer" - or - put another way, ''sta rting where the 
people are". This ce rta inly is not easy. Ou r audi ences and publics 
vary according t o training, experience and ethnic or cultural back-
9 round. 
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Informat iona l needs of our audiences vary from the most e lementary 
infonnation to the most soph i st icated. When we choose our audience at a 
given t ime, we must be sure we speak the l anguage. In t hi s respect, 
the Muskegon study was a rathe r be-littling experience. We di scovered 
that some food buying terms, which we had happily assumed were universally 
unde rstood - weren't. 

For example, te rms such as "buy foods in season"; "marbling in meat"; 
'~rade A eggs '' were confusing for many homemake rs. We lea rned rather 
qui ck ly that - with part icul a r audiences and publics - one must speak 
a parti cul ar l anguage. We must give credit fo r information a lready 
rece ived and we must l ead our audience on to greater unde rstanding with 
informat ion they do not have. 

This does no t end our responsibilities and opportunities in the 
a rea of education fo r decision mak ing. I be li eve we have yet to make 
the best use of one of our greates t opportunities - t hat of mak ing use 
of the t ool s which motivate cons umers to act ion. We may f ind the best 
way to reach cons umers and we may put the information in the right form 
at t he r ight time and in t he righ t place, but if consumers take no 
satisfactory action, haven 't we wasted time and energy? So what do we 
do? 

I belive we have a real responsi bility of st imul at ing more 11why11 

research and the opportuni ty of putt ing thi s 11why 11 research to work for 
us. Thi s ' 'why 11 research i s a l so ca ll ed moti vat ion research and many 
peop le look upon i t as gobbledegook, or as strict ly a Mad ison Avenue 
approach to a prob !em •. . or as a rut:1c r immoral way of manipul a ting people. 
It need not be any of these. The Land Grant co ll eges and universities 
are just beg inning to delve into "why" research and I think that~ 
have an oppo rtun ity to encourage more of i t . .• and a respons ibi li ty to 
make use of the resu 1 ts in ou r efforts to info rm cons umers . 

Motivation research i s a tool that can be used to se ll educat ion 
for decision making just as sure ly as it can be used to sel l automob il es 
and boats. Mot ivat ion resea rch i s both time consum ing and cost ly bu t 
here is our opportuni ty to discover if we can make educationa l information 
as easy und as much fu n to lea rn •• . as are other fo rms of information. 

In summary ••• I beli eve the problems in informing consumers are no 
greater than a re our responsibiliti es and opportunities in informing 



cons umers. Ours is the responsibility and opportunity of reaching 
consumers with in formation for decision making. As I see it, the task 
is three -fold: find ing the best technical means of reaching consumers; 
speaking the language of the consumers and, to!~ the t ruth and to 
~the truth - making use. of the tools that mot ivate consumers to 
act ion. 
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