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INTRODUCTION

The ability to manage money is a basic component of successful home-
making. Family and personal finance influences most of the decisions made
by Americans. Our economy is geared to serving the consumer. We live in
a society which is rapidly moving away from the old idea of doing things
for one's self., The emphasis is no longer on the family as a producing
unit but rather directed to the family as a consuming unit. This puts a
premium on the need for the development and continuous improvement of con-
sumer education. It increases the necessity of providing consumer edu-
cation particularly for families of the lower income levels. (Kyrk, 1 3)

The consumer skills are learned skills and require conscious and
directed efforts to develop and improve. The consumer education units
cannot Jjust be theoretical units with high sounding words, rather they
must be concrete and purposeful. These units in consumer education must
bring about a change in the attitudes and the behavior patterns of the
consumer. Consumer education for the lower income families must not be
just sets of intellectual exercises but it must actually have the effect
of increasing incomes by eliminating wasteful expenditures. If consumer

education accomplishes less than this, it accomplishes nothing at all.

Problem Area

According to statistics quoted by President Lyndon B. Johnson (196 )

in his Health and Education Message to Congress, there are three million

functionally illiterate adults living in urban and rursl areas of our

educationally progressive country. These adults have less than a fourth



grade education., To this number, one can add thirteen million more adults
who have not gone beyond the eighth grade. These sixteen million adults
lack many of the basic skills needed to cope with the routine business of
daily life. Adult illiteracy is a national tragedy and an economic loss
for which each citizen must pay.

Brunner's (1960) report of surveys of research in participation by
low-income adults in educetional projects show conclusively that the lower
the person's educational status, the less likelihood there is of reaching
him with adult education projects. Newly founded, federally supported
anti-poverty adult training programs are examples of how adults are not
reached. The political needs of the middle class group are fulfilled by
sponsorship of these programs, but the distance from the real needs of the
poor is so great that the programs often fail. (Haggstrom, 1965) Anti-
poverty programs assume that the poor are interested in being helped.
They further assume that the poor realize that they need help. In many
cases, both of these assumptions are unfounded. Consequently, program
directors are disappointed when low-income adults react to the educational
programs with minimal levels of involvement and/or with total with-
drawal. (Haggstrom, 196 )

With the increasing development of "Great Society" programs with a
special emphasis on eliminating poverty there is an overwhelming need to
reach low-income families with practical consumer education projects.
Consumer education does perform a valuable function in our economy.

Stress is placed on teaching people of all income levels to get the most
for their dollars., It is virtually impossible to estimate the amount of
money American families could save through wise buying. The follow-up

survey of the AFL-CIO gives evidence that many hard-earned dollars saved



at the bargaining tables are lost or dissapated when the American ccnsumer
takes out his wallet. (Beirne, 1966)

Shadden (1966) states that if the poverty cycle is really to be
broken, a consumer program must be included to make better use of the
dollars currently available to the consumer. It is necessary to arm
the consumer. with the e nomic power which will provide a voice in deciding
both the quality and the price of the things they want and need.

A series of consumer education sessions does not seek to impose any
one set of standards on those who participate. Rather, the projects are
intended as means wherein the participants will receive resource materials
which will enable them to seek answers to particular consumer problems.
This is particularly true in areas of consumer counselling and the pro-
visions of legal aid for consumers.

Studies by Harrington (1963), Caplowitz (1963), and Shadden (1966) show
that very often low income families pay more for goods and services than
do middle-class or uppver-class families. Often the poor pay more because
they lack the skills and education they need to prevent being caught in
the monetary problems which surround installment and credit purchases.
Our whole marketing system is set up to meet the needs of the middle-
income class, and in many ways it is not capable of meeting the needs of
the lower income groups.

This report proposes a workable project with recommendations for further
research in the area of consumer education for lower-income level families.
Although the project was proved operative, focus on the extensive wmse of

communication media requires further development.



Objectives

The major objective of the project was to develop a consumer education
project for low-income families of the Douglass Center Area of Manhattan,
Kansas, The Area is inhabited by families who are, for the most part, of
the lower-income levels. The area is cross-cultural in nature having a
population of Negro, white, American Indian, Mexican, and Oriental families.
The area received its name from a large building that is located on Yuma
Street. This building serves as a social gathering place and as a recreation
center for youth and adult members of the vicinity.

The secondary objective was to develop a project that would serve
as a basis for justifying a budget for Douglass Center. The Douglass
Center Advisory Board had to submit a project to the City Commission
to secure funds for the Center. If the project was within the objectives of
programs envisioned by the Advisory Board, a stronger case could be made
for the budget funds being requested for use at Douglass Center.

A third objective came as a by-product of the originally planned pro-
ject. Due to the relatively small number of persons who attended the first
two sessions of the Douglass Center Consumer Education Project, the coordi-
nator became interested in experimenting with various methods of using
communi ations media as a means of attracting more participants to the

meetings.



REVIEW OF RELATED WORK

Consumer education

The President's Committee on Consumer Interest ( ) stated the goal
of consumer education as one wnich aims to achieve higher levels of living
through the use of discriminatory consumption,

Interest in consumer education reached an all time high point after

President John F. Kennedy (1962) delivered his Consumer Message to Congress

wherein he states the four basic rights of the consumer. The rights with
further amplification by Morse (196 ) are:
l. The first is the right to safety--"to be protected

against the marketing of goods which are hazardous
to health and life,"

2. The second is the right to be informed. This has
two aspects: the first being "to be protected
against fraudulent, deceitful, or grossly misleading
information, advertising, labeling, or other practices.”
This protective aspect is matched with a positive
aspect, namely, the right of the consumer to be in-
formed by being given "the facts he needs to make an
informed choice." This right parallels the responsi-
bility of the consumer to make informed choices. In
our free enterprise economy, we rely upon the votes of
the consumer in the market place to direct the economy.
In another section of his message, President Kennedy
said, "If the consumer is unable to choose on an in-
formed basis, then his dollar is wasted, his health
and safety may be threatened and the national interest
suffers,"”

3. The third right of the consumer is the right to choose..
"to be assured, wherever possible, access to a variety
of products and services at competitive prices".."That
is, if the consumer is to exercise his franchise to
vote, he must have choices. We ridicule free elections
in which there is no choice of candidates. Likewise, a
competitive free economy is meaningless if there is not
a choice of goods with desired attributes at competi-
tive prices..."and in those industries in which compe-
tition is now workable," such as in the public utilities
"and government regulation is substituted" for the
workings of the free market system, then "an assurance
of satisfactory quality and service at fair prices,"




is the right of the consumer. This will not be fulfilled,
however, uriless the consumer has a right to be heard
before regulatory bodies regarding rate structures for
gas, electricity, transportation, and the like. This
leads to the fourth right.

L. The right to be heard--"to be assured that consumer
interests will receive full and sympathetic consider-
ation in the formulation of Government policy, and
fair and expeditious treatment in its administrative
tribunals."

The most important right, the right to be informed, to be given the
facts he needs to make informed choices, is by no means universally
accepted. (Morse, 196 )

Esther Peterson (196 ) in an address to the Michigan Credit Union
League urged credit unions to become more interested in consumer education.
Mrs. Peterson (196 ) also recommended that credit unions combine resources
with secondary schools to provide and promote effective and balanced con-
sumer education projects.

President Lyndon B. Johnson (196 ) in his special message on consumer
interest, directed the Committee on Consumer Interest to develop as promptly
as possible effective ways and means of reaching low-income groups. In

his War Against Poverty Message, President Johnson (196L) again stressed

the need for consumer education.

In 1964, President Johnson set up the Committee on Consumer Interest.
Mrs. Esther Peterson was appointed chairman and Special Assistant to the
President on Consumer Affairs. She, in turn, set up a Panel of Experts on
Consumer Education of Persons with Limited Incomes, whose purpose was to
study consumer problems of the poor and from the research and study, to make
recommendations for the development of suitable consumer education programs
to meet the needs of the poor. (President's Committee on Consumer

Interest, 1965)



The Consumers' Education Committee (196 ) of Lincoln High School,
Yonker , New York, carried out a pilot project in consumer education for
high school students who were potential dropouts. The program reported by
Mendenhal and Schoenfeld (196 ) had many interesting effects on the stu-
dents and started other students to investigate the possibilities of the
project.

Lydia Strong (196L), in a limited survey done for Consumers' Union of
the United States, outlined some of the basic problems which lessen the
effectiveness of consumer education projects. Some of the problems from
the survey are:

1. A lack of communication between project directors and
the persons in need of the project.

2. Inability of the consumer education program to adj t to the
needs of the low-income family.

3. The lack of completed research available in consumer
education for low-income groups.

L, The need for leadership.

5. The lack of professional and legal aid to back
research findings.

6. The lack of educational materials geared to the
known requirements and levels of low-income con-
sumer groups.

7. A prevading pessimism born of the hopelessness
of past experience of the life of poverty experi-
enced by the very low-income group.

8. Functional illiteracy which is a reading level of
third grade or less.

9. Lack of free time for the homemaker of low-income fami-
lies. It is impossible for the mother to attend a class
if she is working.

10. One-parent households,



1l. Creation of an overall sense of suspicion by those whose
dealings have deprived the low-income families
of the little they do have.
The Comrmunity Services of AFL-CIO has published a brochure entitled
"Consumer Counselling" describing model projects designed for local programs
in which valuable information will be given to the consumer. Also, the bro-

chure contains an outline for possible consumer education workshops.

Shadden's (1966) Model Consumer Action Program for Low-Income Neighbor-

hoods demonstrates a method that uses services of many resource organizations
interested in helping low-income families, especially in the areas of con-
sumer interests.

The Cooperative League of the U.S.A. (1966) also presents a consumer
project plan which has as one of its objectives consumer education. The
Buying Club (1966) sponsored by the Cooperative League is an example of the
influence cooperatives can have on the price and quality in the market place.

Moving Ahead With CO-OPS, published by The Cooperative League of the

U.S.A. (1966) gives plans and project reports, together with ideas and sug-
gestions for establishing projects using funds from the Office of Economic
Opportunity as the base sources for projects.

A set of flyers published by Bay Area Neighborhood Development (BAND)
(1966) came to the attention of the coordinator of the DCCEP too late to be
used in the promotion of consumer education. BAND grew from the need for a
non-profit educational foundation that could improve education and try out
new ways to organize mutual aid, self-help enterprises. BAND was organized
in the fall of 196 and has as its purposes:

To conduct basic educational research in the field of urban

consumer education, directed toward encouraging the forma-
tion of consumer cooperatives.






