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appear to make muitiple errors in baske peroeption such os n reading a8 price,
computing the price of two items, and totaling cxpenses. They fall back on an
intuitive sense of product gquality and think in pictures — SOMETIMES Viewing
brand names and prices as images in a scene rather than symbals (o read, snd
wvisualizing amounts of products to buy by picturing them rother than using
available symbolic information.

Functionally lilterate consumers in the US have a variety of coping
mechanisms. Such conswmers are very dependent aon others and have &
network of prople they trust to assist them with shopping tosks. They strive to
mainiain seif-esteem in service encounters. Seemingly minor occurrences
e &5 running out of money 8t the checkout counter can be humiliating,
whieress not going owver o budget on & large grocery shopping trip can be
cause Tor celcbration, They may engage in defensive practices, such as
carfying only & certain amount of money, buying small amounts and buying
one (term a3t & trme fram 8 menu, aflten paying with all the money they have
and hoping for the correct change. Comparson groups of Tunctionally literate,
poor comsurmers and consurmens with very low levels of ability in Englisn
served 1o lsolate the effects of functicnal Hteracy from those of poverty,

or of difficulties with English and unfamiliarity with the US markeiplace.

India’s One=on=0ne Environment

Viswanathan has expanded his researeh 1o ndla where, in 2002, his research
team conducted approximatehy B0 quilitative interviews of low-income, low-
literate buyers and sellers in urban and rursl setlings in southern India. He
characterized his work as a fascinating journey into o markeiplace of one-on-
one interactions and exchange, rather than the consumer-to-large-
orgamization interaction that characterizes mouch of the marketpiace fos
migher income segments in India and in the West. The typical low-income,
low-literate individual lives in a very small, usually rented, dwelling and
spends & high proportion of iIncome on necessities such as food, clothing, and
unexpected expenses, The typical individual in these communities has a
primary economic relathonship with one store, usually @ small neighbor hood
retall store that buys generle products at wholesale rates and sells to the focal
community, of & wholesaker located fanher Gway, Both retallers and
wholesalers are characterized by Being very responsive 10 customer nesds and
having very detailed knowledge of individual custemers, skin 1o, and 0 some
ways better than, sophisticated databases.

The striking characteristic of this environment is the one-on-ane relationship
between and among buyers and sellers. Customized service and product
refurns are the norm, Several services are offered thot addross community
needs, such as resellers going door-to-door to sl products on affordable
insiallment plans, although at astronomical interest rates. Consumers entrost
their savings with cormers retailer smores, a means of keeping money secure for
& fee, Corner retill stores offer credit in times of need, and sometimes charge
for this service by pricing products differently, Consumer loyalty is high often
because of factors such o5 help received throwgh credit in time of need, and
concern far the livelihood of the seller,

From o seller's perspective, 8 fundamental tension exists between the one<to-
ane interactional context and the necd to adhere 1o general business
principles. The seller carelully mansges word-of-mouth by aghering to
specific pricing strategies, not writing of I laans, not discriminating discernibiby
an price, and managing customer-to-cusiomes communications, The
transaction is often fluid, price ond guantity are negotioted, installments. ane
not paid for defective products, and prices are adjusted for persanal
cimgumstances both to buyer and selier advantages. Community-based servioe
prosviders balence Duyer and sefler needs, enforce contracts, and are aware of
specific necds and purchasing power. Consumers adapt by making,

rather than buying, some food ingredients, wusing home-made medicing,
ratianing medicine 10 Seve money or 1o trade off lost income due to iliness,
and Bdjusting of feducing meal [1ems

The development of consumer skills ks affected by several factors including
formal education level, cxperience, and income, With any one of these three
faciors 1o use as a stepping-stone, Individuals are abie (o develop consumer
skills by tapping inta & sich, one-on-one interactional experience base.
However, when all three Tactors are bow, Individuals have very poor coping
skills, Verbal counting skills develop through buging or selling experience;
thus, people can wsually codmpute tatals and change recensed from
transactions. Income s 8 double-edged sword beciuse CONSIIEINTS and
necessity lead to planning, careful purchases, and rationslity aboul the nest
meal. Higher income not only enables more prodoct trial and evaluation bur
also ill-advised loans.

contimmed o page 24

“The ingenuity and positive attitudes displayved by many functionally

illiterate consumers are a testament to human resilience and creativity.”
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