The plight the functionally illiterate face at the grocery store

By MADHU VISWARATHAN

They are a large group of
American consamers, yel we
know littie about thear behav-
ior, They are functionally dlit-
erte adults who don't have the
skalls necessary to understand
labels or signs and cannol exsr
Iy add or subtract. Estimates
saggest thet, 1o varying
degrees, one-{ifth or more of
the U5, population is function-
ally illiterate.

Because they kave problems
reading and writing they can-
it be studied by social scies-
tists through sarveys and other
convestional methods. Over
several years, my graduate stu-
dent and | observed and inter-
viewed penple struggiing with
funcrioeal lliterscy st an aduh
education center in [Himis.
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Many of them had standardized
math and readisg scores rang-
=g from pre-first-grode o sev-
enth-grade Jevels.

Whle such basuc tasks as
icating & product or reading its
price in & grocery shre nequire
considerable effurt, many func:
tionely llitesate consumers
chiise 3 product a5 som s they
locate it A ome woman toid o,
“T don't read, 1 fust Jook af studls
that loak good to me. [ just get 1,
I den't hawe to g by mgrod:-
mi

Package siz¢ and unnt price
are [requently ignored becamse
of the difficulty in combining
twil pueces of information suck
42 price sad size. Ancther
wiman, asked bow she decides

o which size of lnaf of bread 1o
buy, said, “1 just book a the tag
and soe what's cheapest. | don'
ook by their sizes.” Still moth-
er person we interviewed
looked for one plece of puirition
mformation on the ingredsent
label — sugar content ~ vaying,
“Anything sweet ] eat it .. [ pet
the one that got the mast.”
They rely hesvily on audio-
visual rather tham written idor-
mation. They might buy 4 bettle
of Crisco odl, for mstance, based
on the picture of fried chacken
o0 the bottle, When deciding
bow mech of a [eod ingredent

to buy, they might mestally pic-
ture how much weuld be seeded

Some found # &Efficalt to
campute basic prices. Whea
adhed what is half-price for a
§10 flem, » man mswered
“Maybe $5." They cften kand all
the money they have to the
cashier, and then Jet the cashier
count it out. Sometimes they
koep a specific denoaimation of
money bandy, such s a §5 bill,
to pay for & (ast-food meal

Muirtaining sell-estoem sad
mmharﬂm
preoccupation. Many seek out
familiar contexts by limitayg
themselves to stores where the
employees were “friendly” and
“gid mot resh you " They are
often extremely dependent sa
spouses, relatives, friends or
children. Dze persen never
Jeaves home unless & relative

from & neighbering state visits,
t

Another t1obd us, “My daughter
do all the shoppiag.”

Needless to say, functionally
illiterate consumers are often
cheated They negntiate the
marketplace environment
using rudimentary rules sech
as ordering one item from a
menu & & time to avedd run-

10 avod
unable to count, and buyieg
small amounts to limit their
[ogses. One muan, asked how he
protected himself from cheat-
ing at the counter sald, *Just
biry less of what you are going
to buy, Bay less food.”

The functionally illiterate
provide awe-inspéring exam-
phes of avercoming the most

the conventional presumplions
and assumptions of literate
decision-makers in basiness
and government.

Creative public policy sale-
tioas can enable this growp to
make more informed choices
in the shopping mall as well as
the voting booth. And business-
es that address the needs of
this group of consumers are
likely to be rewarded with
enduring boyalty.
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