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ABSTRACT

This paper explores the food consumption behavior of low-income consumers in Brazil. It assumes that their distinctive needs demand explicit strategies from marketers. The study focus on how low-income consumers manage their restricted budget to meet the need of having enough food to share within the family. The paper identifies the following areas of concern for marketers in formulating their strategies: time spent by low-income citizens shopping for food; the limited variety of affordable products; the trade-offs that they are confronted with; the complex food management process in which they engage at home; the discounted food items they cannot afford; and foods they cannot go without. In addition, and of primary importance, the grievance they manifest by which these consumers express their extreme dissatisfaction with the present marketing strategies. 

INTRODUCTION
There seems to be a research gap between earlier works (Caplovitz, 1968, Goodman, 1968, Lambert, 1972, Andreasen, 1975, Kelley, 1981) regarding consumption behavior of low-income consumers and their present interests. The attention to differentiation of social classes stagnated at the end of 1970s, although it has most likely resurfaced (Henry, 2005). Food consumption has been a primary concern when studying the poor. Earlier figures in regards to food expenditures from the USA resemble those of Brazil today. In 1960-61, the food expenditures in 3 or 4-person families in the USA were approximately 30% (Andreasen, 1975). Conversely, in present-day Brazil, the corresponding statistic is close to 32%. Brazilian consumers at the bottom of the pyramid have a family monthly income between US$300 and US$600. In consideration of the equivalent given by the international purchasing power parity index, these consumers represent close to 21% of the total consumption. 

Food as a Major Challenge
Earlier studies have highlighted food consumption as the major challenge for low-income consumers (Caplovitz, 1968).  These consumers live under permanent and severe financial constraint and spend a high portion of their income on food. Moreover, they are faced with a greater challenge of feeding a large family (Worsley, 1998). As a result, they consider price as the primary criterion when choosing where to shop for food. They decide between many alternatives before making a decision (Goldman, 1976). However, food prices in Brazil are systematically high due to a combination of factors such as inadequate storage facilities, high transport costs, and monopolized distribution systems (Musgrove and Osmil, 1988).  This makes the decision process more complex, imposing on the consumer a plethora of trade-off calculations. The consumer has to decide among the prices of different products to bring home a minimum amount of nutritious food (Musgrove and Osmil, 1988).
Of more direct concern to marketers is to realize that some of these consumers are illiterate and cannot properly evaluate the cost-benefit relationship between different quantities and different prices. The precaution they take to avoid trade-off calculation is to simplify their decision process by way of two rules: they buy the smaller package; or they buy the lower price (Viswanathan et al., 2005).

While some studies support the idea that low-income consumers have limited geographic scope to shop ─ doing most of their shopping close to home ─ others advocate the opposite (Goldman, 1976). Unless they have other restrictions, they will consider distance and cost of transportation to decide where they will shop (Kolodinsky and Cranwell, 2000).
METHOD
The method used in this article consisted of 18 interviews with low-income consumers. The interview covered several aspects related to food consumption problems: shopping habits; shopping frequency; food preparation; food management; and other special cares with food at home. All interviews lasted approximately one hour and a half, and they were recorded and transcribed. To qualify as an interviewee, one had to be the head of the household and to carry the primary responsibility for shopping and cooking. One had to be formally employed and each family had to earn a total family income of less than four times the national minimum wage, which, according to Brazilian conventional standards places the family in the lowest economic class (Foguel and Wilson, 2005).
RESULTS
Results provide a variety of insights into the problem of making the most with the income allocated to food purchases. Three categories of strategies emerged as dominant focuses, as they allowed for minor discrepancies among the interviewees. They are labeled below as sufficiency, abundance, and efficiency. Sufficiency refers to the need for enough food until next purchase. Abundance refers to the creation of illusionary perception of having enough to eat. Thirdly, efficiency refers to the making the best of the available food to avoid wasting. 
SUFFICIENCY
To have enough food until next purchase translates into providing three meals a day to all members of a household. They implement the sufficiency strategy by way of five tactics: priority of staples; meticulous purchasing; quantity management; volume creation; and food additives. 

Staple Products
The first tactic places staple products on the top of the shopping list. These are products that give a filling sensation, such as rice, beans, and pasta. Low-income consumers do not include light foods, such as salads, on their list of priorities: “When I get to the supermarket I immediately pick up pasta, rice and beans…these are the first things I buy.” “I have to buy the first what I can’t go without.”   “…a pound or two of pasta goes a long way…you throw it in a pan and it grows….” As a result of the emphasis placed on staple foods, their eating habits tend to be extremely monotonous, as they rank food products on their ability to satiate their stomachs. Because staples are more inexpensive, they spend their restricted budget mostly on these items. Other food concerns rank much lower.
Meticulous Purchasing
The second tactic is the meticulous purchasing in which consumers engage to make food last until the next purchase. Under an extremely constrained budget, low-income shoppers become real price detectives. They memorize prices as a way to minimize their trade-off efforts. Despite bringing a small amount of money to a shopping trip, they may spend up to three hours in a supermarket to buy a weekly supply of food. They add and remove items to and from the shopping cart several times to make sure that they are performing the correct trade-offs and that they have enough cash to pay. One shopper commented, “I never say it costs 3 something I say 3.73 because if I find it at 3.55 I know it is cheaper.” Price learning and comparisons become a constant activity as the memorization of prices facilitates the undertaking of shopping. “I spend 2 to 3 hours in the store learning prices from different food brands and also checking the items with special offers.” “I know the more time I spend in the store, the better my shopping…if I save something I bring home more food.” To learn about prices they check promotion leaflets from different outlets and watch commercials on TV. Those who have the time and can afford the cost of transportation may shop at more that one supermarket. “I check prices as much as I can… and sometimes I take the bus to buy cheaper.” Most of the interviewees shop at the supermarkets closest to their homes. Certain days they have special offers of meat. Also, one interviewee commented, “I never can shop on Thursdays. I can only go on Saturdays and Sundays, that’s when they never have good promotions!”  In addition, they regret the lack of time they have for shopping. “When I don’t have the time, I always spend more.” 

There is not a clear pattern of their shopping frequency. Moreover, few have the monthly pattern, unless there are extremely constrained by time, which is the case for a single mother of three small children. Others use the weekly pattern. However, one said: “I shop daily to take advantage of all promotions.”  But in general, the frequency of their pay governs their shopping pattern. “My husband gets his pay every week, that’s why I shop weekly for food.” 
Quantity Management
The third tactic refers to the detailed management of quantities when preparing a meal. The first problem is how much to prepare or cook. They assume that one meal at a time is best. However, because of working schedules, they prefer to cook two meals at a time, or to make enough to last for the next meal.  As they spend a significant amount of time commuting to and from work, they are not left with much time at home. Many do not have the concept of a family meal, because of the different time schedules of family members. I work on Saturdays and on Sundays… I have to leave the food ready for my husband and children…” “I cook enough for one day. That’s it.”
Although they cannot cook too much or too little, whether they cook one meal or two, they face the problem that in many families they eat everything that it is available. “That’s why I have to plan a meal correctly.” “Rarely, we have leftovers. When we do I raise my hands to God and thank Him…”

Volume Creation
The fourth tactic is to create volume; the mixing together of bulky foods such as rice and beans with spaghetti. Other times low-income families inflate the dishes by adding vegetables to pasta.  Certain dishes such as stews are prevalent among these consumers; they mix everything they have in one pan and produce volume. “I don’t have a special recipe for stew, I always use whatever I have, sometimes chicken wings, other times beef, I add vegetables and that’s it… anything can go into the pan.”  “Sometimes I don’t have meat, and then I make a vegetable stew”. “Stew feeds many mouths”. “We can use our creativity”. They are definitely less concerned with taste than with volume. Furthermore, interviewees commented that they grow accustomed to consuming any and all food products they have in the household. 
Food Additives
The last tactic is to resort to food additives, primarily baking soda.  There is a general consensus among low-income families that there are ways to cook a meal to better satisfy a stomach. Adding baking soda to rice and beans reduces the cooking time (saving gas) and gives that required filling sensation after a meal. In addition, one interviewee stated: “…baking soda makes you eat less, that’s what some restaurants do…” “…I use it only once in a while, but only on rice and beans… I put beans in a large pan; then I add the baking soda to cook the beans. It helps fill up the pan and the stomach. It’s a way to cheat the stomach… you think you have eaten a lot, but you haven’t.” In fact, they feel extremely uncomfortable to mention the use of baking soda or other chemicals and they prefer not to talk about it. 

ABUNDANCE

Low-income consumers employ the strategy of creating the illusion of having enough to eat. Food preparation and presentation are a high priority. Families prepare and serve meals in ways to create the perception of abundance. To do that, they implement three special tactics: perception of food volume; false appearance; and smart serving.
Perception of food volume
They use the tactic of increasing the perception of abundance. They choose recipes that require yeast as a basic ingredient. For this reason, cakes and pies were mentioned frequently. “Yeast makes the food grow to a larger volume”.  "It’s cheating, but it works, they think there is more...”   “A big pie with a mixed filling may be served as the only dish and is enough to feed many people…” To that end, they use cooking oil extensively. They fry food such as rice and beans with different types of seasoning before adding water to cook them. Interviewees stated that this procedure makes the rice and beans heavier and gives them a more bulky appearance. One interviewee said that she and her adult son use up to 16 bottles of cooking oil per month!

False appearance
Another tactic is to explicitly fool the eye. To provide a perception of abundance, they admit to working on false appearances. They look for recipes that provide more, although they do not contain more substantial food. Water is the basic ingredient for this tactic. They add it to beans, chicken, and ground beef generously. As they cook ground beef with plenty of water, they add to it a seasoning with a few pieces of vegetables to provide the visual idea of volume. “It’s an illusion, but it works.” Because of this, they say soup serves this purpose, although ─ they ponder ─ is not proper for a hot day. Chicken and rice soup stands out for this function.  “…I can add other thins to it, leftovers and of course a lot of water…it becomes really bulky”. They also use manioc flour that can be thrown over many dishes to make them heavier and to look bulkier. They add wheat flour to meats before frying to give the impression that there is more meat that there really is.

Smart serving
Finally, they resort to the tactic of smart serving; to give a visual perception of abundance at the table. For example, they serve chicken in small pieces to ensure that there will be more pieces per capita. They cut beef in large thin slices to take up space on one’s plate. Thin slicing seems to be a common tactic. “The way I cut the meat has a lot to do with people think there is more than less.” They also provide the illusion of abundance by using serving plates that permit piling up or running over. “If you serve in large pan people have the impression that we did not have enough to fill it…”  “If the slice of beef is larger than the plate, ah, that’s all right…”
EFFICIENCY
For the strategy of efficiency ─   to make the best with the available food and to avoid waste ─ they employ three tactics: stock management; purchase of the right brands; and extension of the use of all foods.  
Stock Management
The first tactic is to maintain home stock food low, or at whatever level they think is correct.  “My husband likes to buy more than we need…then I say not to pick up too many items…there are only the two of us”. To meet the goal of low stocks is just the opposite of providing the perception of abundance. Many interviewees said that the more they have at home, the more they consume. “My daughter, if she knows there is more when she cooks, she may let the beans burn…” “If my little daughter sees too much of cheese or cookies… that’s all she wants to eat…”  “If my husband sees plenty, he eats everything…” Low-income consumers emphasize they have to buy the correct quantity until next purchase. Therefore, stock management becomes a crucial tool to control the amount they consume.
Right Brand
A second tactic is to buy what they call the “right brand”. Often they buy a more expensive brand, because their family likes it and there is no waste. To purchase a less expensive brand is sometimes a risk they do not want to undertake.  “It’s of no use to buy an inferior brand that doesn’t cook well and your family doesn’t like…. I always buy the same brand, even when another brand that is cheaper”. Although they search for lower prices, they seem to be more loyal to one or two brands of staple food products.  “A bad brand of sugar you have to use three spoons full instead of one, even so it may not be enough.” “An inferior brand of beans may cost less, but uses too much gas to cook...”
They may buy a new brand when the price is very attractive, but often they become suspicious of the quality. “There was new brand of cookies…the price was so low, that I didn’t buy it…the quality could be bad.”  However, because of special offers, they may try new brands. “If we use these promotions correctly, we can save a lot of money.” Often times, they buy something that is unsuitable to the taste of their families and to avoid waste they always give to it to needy friends and neighbors. 
Although they know that to save a penny here and there makes a difference, the risk of buying something they cannot use is a clear apprehension in their food management. Sometimes they cannot afford the brand they like because the price is too high, and decide to buy a lower priced brand.  “… We have to use a lower quality brand; there is nothing else we can do”. However, they show a deep indignation when a product does not meet their expectations because they do not have money to correct their mistake. They feel truly deceived.

Extended Use
As a third tactic is the attempted extension of the use of the product by several means. Food has to last and cannot spoil. They freeze foods as the average family does. They may cook and reheat certain items for more then four meals, which they freeze until they need it for another meal. In addition, because they have to stretch the use and avoid waste, they resort to chemicals and special seasoning to make foods last longer after cooking. “Beans may last a whole week after cooking, without refrigeration”. Interviewees commented that generous use of garlic and vinegar may preserve the food for a longer period. They try to make vegetables last up to the purchasing cycle, which may be 15 days. They add chemicals and re-cook food that has spoiled, but do not throw it away. 
CONCLUSION
This article aimed to explore the major problem a low-income consumer faces: to increase the amount of food to share with more people. The figure below synthesizes the main findings:
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It is apparent that maximizing an income utility function subject to price constraints does not accurately synthesize the struggle of low-income consumers to obtain enough food to share within the family. Although price is a major concern for consumers as well as for sellers, low-income consumers face complex choices that transcend the prevailing marketing practices. Marketing managers should look to the following areas of concern:
Product Concept and Marketing Efforts

The fact that many low-income consumers spend up to three hours shopping for groceries demonstrates the inadequate choices they face in supermarkets or food stores. They need at the same time more filling and more economical products from the necessity to “reproduce the labor power at the lowest cost” (Bourdier, 1986, pg 177). They perceive discounted food products or promotions as unattainable. Although they purchase certain brands only if there are on promotion, they feel they are not the target of most special offers. Discontinuities in package sizes and in prices create major barriers. They complain about these discontinuities. For instance, they would buy olive oil if it is priced at 10 reais or below, even if the quantity is less and uneconomical.  However, they only find it in regular bottles for over 13 reais and in large “economic” containers for over 30 reais. They admit that these offers target more affluent consumers.
Time Value
Marketers should be aware that time is crucial in the tasks of shopping, cooking, and stocking.  Results reveal the stress that the head of a household endures in managing her budget. In addition, although she spends an extensive amount of time shopping, she still laments that she would do more efficient shopping if she had more time to do it.  Many supermarkets have daily promotions, but in order to benefit from them, one has to shop daily. Because the head of the household is unable to shop on a daily basis, she regrets paying more when she could have paid less. Furthermore, some supermarkets offer instantaneous promotions, which makes shoppers go through exhaustive trade-offs calculations, to see if they can afford the offer. While in the cashier line, shoppers may hear that chicken wings will be 50% off for the next hour. Then, they leave the waiting line and start calculating (an exhausting and embarrassing task for some) what they can remove from the shopping cart to benefit from that offer. Interviewees noted that they had not been aware that these promotions are typically found in supermarkets targeted to higher-income levels.  Time should be a central concept for marketers. 
Risk
A shopping mistake may mean to forfeit a meal or two. Often low-income consumers feel uneasy relying on certain special offers, such an extremely low priced new brand of cookies or a regular frozen food with a closely approaching expiration date. They also refuse offers when they feel that the offers are targeted to a higher income group. Marketers should be attentive to the coping strategies low-income consumers employ to deal with risk.
Confinement and Aspiration
Low-income consumers are aware that they cannot afford the majority of products in the stores. They rarely attain variety and change of pace in their eating habits. Many do not anticipate a time when they will get to experience the taste of lobster, salmon, or even frozen lasagna. The scarcity of food choices for these consumers experience is far from atypical. As they experience an inelastic behavior, they feel they will suffer this restriction for as long as they can foresee. When questioned about the difficulties of making ends meet, low-income consumers asserted that questions about food were the most difficult to answer (Caplovitz, 1968). Despite this dilemma, consumers maintain aspirations to eventually buy products they currently cannot afford ─ and the marketer should be aware of that. 

Sharing and Solidarity
If shoppers purchase a product that does not fit their needs, (i.e. a brand of beans that takes too long to cook, or a brand of cookie their children dislike) they will offer these products to needy neighbors. Solidarity seems widely disseminated among consumers at the bottom of the pyramid.  They feed children of the neighbors when they can afford to, eventually they lend their credit card to friends that run into difficulties to pay for the food. Despite an aversion to buying food on credit, they occasionally have to.

Intra-Family Segmentation
Because most food is purchased to share, products that can feed more people are generally preferred. According to one industry manager, it is quite possible, for instance, to produce crackers with a much heavier weight, at a similar cost. Every item low-income consumers buy represents a meal, not a snack. Men at home add a concern, because their masculine way of eating (Bourdier, 1986, pg 194) demands a larger quantity of food and because they are more impatient when waiting until the next meal. Some may eat more than the quantity that is allocated for them, making other family members go with less than they would like. Marketers should be attentive to this issue, which is referred to as intra-family segmentations.

It has been argued that for consumers with income limitations the lost sensation to make decisions is greater (Musgroove and Osmil, 1988). Given the time they spend shopping for food, the limited variety they can purchase, the trade-offs that are imposed upon, the complex food management process in which they engage at home, the promotions they cannot afford, foods they cannot go without, and most importantly, the grievance they manifest as these consumers are extremely disconcerted with the present marketing strategies. 
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