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Introduction

No area of contemporary consumer capitalism has been more contested recently than food. It has been characterised by, at the ‘hard’ end, campaigns, boycotts, petitions, scandals, political actions, and, at the ‘soft’ end, by demands for improved education, information, labels, skills,…all leading to responses from the State and supply chain ranging from reforms to revolutions in governance and style, not least by consumers themselves. This has been a truly dynamic area of consumer life and policy. For the last two decades, consumer champions have had a field-day world-wide attacking food evils. They have targeted issues ranging from new adulterations, hi-tech developments and food safety infringements to price fixing, food poverty and old-fashioned fraud, such as selling unfit meat. 

Dismissing some of these accusations, while accepting others as the result of ‘bad apples’ in an otherwise sound basket of produce, proponents of the food industry initially responded fiercely. Although privately sometimes perplexed and hurt, they rejected the accusation that they fail the consumer. How can this attack be fair when supermarkets offer 25,000+ items for consumers to graze? When choice rules supreme? When food has dropped in price in many societies? When the range of food is unparalleled in human, and certainly British, history? When such unparalleled managerial efficiency and effort is made to meet every whim of the consumer? Has not the public, they muse, got more healthy and longer-living? So why the complaints? 

In this paper I try to explore this clash of interpretation, mainly drawing upon UK experience. I propose that  consumer culture is not given, fixed in stone, but made a definable actors and processes, within which organised consumer action now plays a part. As I argue elsewhere,
 the UK is always a peculiar case study in food. As first industrial nation, its people have been longest severed from the land. Its industrial era food was famous for its poor quality (although Colin Spencer is but the latest to try to resurrect its culinary traditions from patronage, arguing that there have been fine traditions and produce, mainly but not just for the privileged).
  More honourably, the UK has been home to formidable movements to right these wrongs, not just recently but in the past. One thinks of the food riots against the transition to modern market economics,
 the movements against hunger,
 to control adulteration,
 to improve women’s lot in food,
 to feed schoolchildren,
 and more. And yet, this very peculiarity makes UK food politics so rich to explore, so informative of tensions that might yet heighten elsewhere. As I hope to demonstrate, UK food is as fertile terrain for social scientists as it is for consumers and consumerists.

The emergence of a modern consumer critique 

In this paper, I argue that food consumption is contested terrain and that these very different interpretations of the consumer’s food experience sketched above (and expanded below) are driven by a food revolution, often in the name of the consumer, but now framing the consumer experience. Growth of interest in food as a modern consumerist issue became high profile in the 1980s, climaxing in the 1990s, but in fact began quickly after World War ll’s privations. A pincer movement emerged with, on the one side, strong commitment to social justice in food and welfare and, on the other side, a culinary revolt against industrialised and bland food in the British diet. This ranged from the aristocratic Elizabeth David’s Mediterranean-inspired look at UK food
 to Raymond Postgate’s socialist-inspired appeal to consumers to demand better.
 

The welfare movement’s interest in food was largely dissipated by the creation of the welfare state but re-emerged in the 1970s in the guise of the Child Poverty Action Group: by then the more consumerist cross-class analysis – based on price, quality, health and environment - was beginning to flower.
 This modern analysis is what caused the food supply chain such difficulty when its appeal began to resonate in the 1980s, climaxing in the 1990s and 2000s. 

A common initial response from supporters of the food supply chain to food routinely being criticised in the mass media worldwide was to attack the messengers. The criticisms were unfounded, it was said, and politically motivated by self-appointed commissars / ‘zealots’, of marginal importance, not resonating with the wider public.
 This ad hominem position evaporated, as the evidence mounted.
 
It was replaced by a grudging recognition that perhaps every system might have a rogue trader, someone who operates sub-standard, but whose actions impugn what otherwise is a sound food supply chain – the ‘bad apple’ interpretation of food history.

In the late 1980s, media coverage became significant and helped focus on questions of governance – for whose interests did government act? – as well as humanising and individualising complex issues. More significant ultimately perhaps was the evidence of the cost to the economy (and governments) of systematic food poisoning, public health and other environmental externalities.
 Estimates of the cost of food poisoning to the economy in the late 1980s, for instance, amounted to c.£0.5 billion a year. But it was the transfer of BSE to humans and then Foot and Mouth Disease, which seriously added to Treasury concern and public costs. In the period 1996-2001, BSE cost the UK taxpayer (the consumer under another hat) £4.2 billion.
 To conduct the official Inquiry by Lord Phillips and colleagues into BSE cost £25 million.
  It has also been estimated that BSE cost the private sector between £700m and £1.15 billion a year.
 Hot on the heels of BSE came Foot and Mouth Disease, which cost the UK economy £8 billion, according to the National Audit Office.
  Of this sum, £3 billion was to the public sector and £5 billion to the private sector. These costs stemmed from a 32 week outbreak.

With figures like these, the ‘bad apple’ analysis lost credence. A structural explanation became more appropriate; the issue was how deep could that structural analysis be pursued. The Conservatives accepted the systematic nature of infringements of food safety when introducing the Food Safety Act of 1990, but the Labour Party after 18 years of opposition (1979 – 1997) was drawn to a more comprehensive view. It had seen the mounting costs and the political damage food could inflict. It did not want a repeat; hence its 1997 commitment to create a Food Standards Agency, in place by 2000 to tackle food safety, and in the wake of Food and Mouth Disease, its commitment in the 2001 election to create an inquiry into food and farming policy, produced by the Curry Commission in 2002 to begin policy reform.
 

At the State level, the main initial response to the 1990s food scandals was institutional; alteration of policy was addressed with more reluctance.
  New Agencies were set up not just in the UK but across Europe, culminating in the European Food Safety Authority in 2002. Then, ministries of agriculture themselves – heartlands of the old productionist thinking from the mid 20th century – began to be reformed, first in Denmark in the 1990s, then in the UK in 2001 by abolishing the Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food (dating from 1875) and creating the Department of the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs. Other countries began to follow suit. Symbolically, if nothing else, farming is declining in influence, even though its grip on Common Agricultural Policy subsidies is still remarkably tight; just under half the total EU budget is spent on farm subsidies. 

With such huge sums at stake, it is no wonder that food is such a ‘hot’ policy area. On one side, production has been actively supported by the State. On the other, civil society has become increasingly aware of the wider costs. The rest of this paper now explores how consumer issues are central to the unfolding of this modern policy drama.
  As Ben Fine and colleagues argued in their 1996 ESRC-funded book, food’s organic nature brings problems.
 Its malleability, plasticity, availability for transformation, is what has allowed the food industry to transform it, and add value.  Productionism – the paradigm in place since the 1950s – has emphasised increasing output and efficiencies and has been enormously successful. Production has increased stupendously over the last century and yet has also delivered unparalleled problems via food. These have included environmental, health, economic and consumer challenges. 

1. The Rapidity of Change and its consequences for health as a public good

Food is now the Western world’s major cause of premature death. The old North-South / Developed–Developing country dichotomy no longer adequately describes or explains what is happening in food in relation to health. What Prof Barry Popkin has termed the Nutrition Transition is now evidenced almost world-wide.
 
 The Nutrition Transition is associated primarily with rising wealth and changed circumstances. The thesis, now extensively supported by country and regional studies,
 argues simply that diet-related ill health previously associated with the West and with affluence is increasingly manifest in developing countries.
 
 Populations are shifting diet from one pattern to another – from traditional diets with restricted range and intakes to a diet involving more snacking, more western-style fast foods and soft drinks. Rapid urbanisation and changed patterns of work, in North and South, mean not just a new relationship with the land, but also a redefinition of cultural rules – what to eat, when and how. Sugary soft drinks replace water. Malls, large portion sizes, snacking and ‘grazing’, ‘Americanisation’ and the emergence of new urban cultures.

In nutrition terms, this means there is excessive consumption of fats, salt and sugars and under-consumption of fruit and vegetables. An excess of intake over energy expenditure leads to obesity which in turn heralds other diseases. One ‘quick’ indicator is consumption of soft drinks. Consumption of ready-to-drink soft drinks has risen from 100g per person per week in 1975 to over 500g in 2001. Low calorie (artificially sweetened) soft drinks have not added to this market, merely expanded it, as has mineral water. At such rates of growth, it may not be too long before the dream of a late lamented head of Coca to have the ‘C’ on the water tap indicate that what gushes forth is not ‘cold’ water but Coca-Cola comes about.

At the global level, policy for the last 60 years has centred on combating malnutrition. Despite huge advances in output, the UN’s Food and Agriculture Organisation estimates around 800 millions are still malnourished, even though the proportion of humanity in hunger has dropped. This is a considerable success, against rising populations. But there are now far more people clinically overweight or obese than hungry. By 2003, the WHO and International Association for the Study of Obesity (IASO) calculated that up to 1.7 billion people were overweight or obese.  Extreme forms of obesity are rising even faster than the overall epidemic. In 2003 6.3% of US women were morbidly obese, with a body mass index of 40 or more.
 The US Center for Disease Control estimates the cost of obesity and overweight in the USA as about $117 billion.
 

Obesity levels in the South are rising alarmingly. Countries such as India, China and Brazil to name just three of the South’s most populous and influential now experience rapid growth of diseases previously associated with the rich North. Yet these countries lack the health infrastructure to be able to deal with them.  They cannot afford the coronary by-pass operations or the stomach-tuck operations or the diabetes treatment. Indeed, according to the two reports for the Treasury produced by former banker Derek Wanless, nor can the UK.
 
 
 The 100,000 stomach operations in the USA cost the equivalent of the entire health budget of Vietnam, a country of 70 million people.
 This is gross. 

The nutrition transition has immense policy implications. The food supply chain revolution of the post World War ll period has been based on the need to increase output and productivity, the ‘Productionist’ paradigm. While delivering sufficient calories to feed all reasonably, there is now oversupply and continuing misallocation within and between national food supply chains. The range of foods and their nutrient mix is warped: too much dairy produce and meat, sugars and cereals for animal food; not enough fruit and vegetables and biodiversity coming from the field to the plate.

2.  The myth of ‘The’ Consumer?

Ostensibly, the food industry and public policy have never been more focussed on the consumer but the reality is more complex. Marketers and social scientists agree that there is no such homogeneous person or social grouping as ‘the’ consumer. In our Unmanageable Consumer, Yiannis Gabriel and I outlined at least nine different models of what it is to be a consumer, as defined by Western literature over the last two centuries.
 Table 1 outlines the various models and characteristic behaviour.

TABLE 1 Models of the consumer and behaviour

	Consumer as 
	Behaviour typified by

	Chooser 
	Seeking and selecting the particular from a variety of options; pursuing value-for-money

	Communicator 
	Purchasing goods as a means of sending signals to others

	Explorer 
	Consuming as a vehicle for understanding the world

	Identity-seeker  
	Using consumption to fix identity

	Creative
	Seeing consumption as opportunity for expression, artistry and hedonism

	Victim 
	Anticipating being ripped off, and being cautious and timid as a result

	Rebel
	Being against culture and putting distance between one’s self and it

	Activist
	Being an organised consumer activist to send political messages 

	Citizen
	Consuming not just for value-for-money but for ethical, moral or other social purposes


Source: based on Gabriel & Lang (1995)

Food illustrates all of these meanings of consumption. Our argument is not that consumers fit only one of these models. A person might adopt all or some of them. Marketers have been particularly adept at exploring and exploiting this plasticity and in using social science to provide insights into the meaning of consumption. Psychology has been especially rich in its contribution to the marketing business. By tapping into aspirations and the blurred distinctions between Needs and Wants, psychology’s legacy – and particularly Freud’s - has been highly profitable. The Marketing world is dominated by the pursuit of new classifications of consumers, by aspiration and behaviour.  Behind the amusement at the proliferation of acronyms such as DINKies (double income, no kids) and other marketing-led, new demographic classifications lies an important and ceaseless monitoring of consumer mass behaviour and psyche. Table 2 gives the current classification from CACI, a market intelligence system much used in the food trade. 

Table 2 An example of Consumer Marketing categories

	Consumer group
	Location 

	Wealthy Achievers
	Suburbia

	Affluent Greys
	Rural Communities

	Affluent Executives
	Family areas

	Well off workers
	Family areas

	Better-off Execs
	Inner City

	Comfortable Middle-Agers
	Mature home owning areas

	Skilled Workers
	Home owning areas

	White Collar Workers
	Better-off multi-ethnic areas

	Older People
	Less prosperous areas

	Council Estate Residents High Unemployment 
	Council estates

	Council Estate Residents Greatest hardship 
	Council estate 


Source: CACI / The Grocer (2003)

But how useful is this language of consumer behaviour? It is clearly useful for marketers and indicates their art and mindset, but I am sceptical of how valuable such classifications are for public policy. 

The main emphasis in consumer policy and retail reality is on price. When Tesco, the UK’s largest food retailer, states that its focus is on the consumer, with its ‘every little bit helps’ marketing strapline, price consciousness is assumed to be the bedrock of strategy. In 2001, the Food Standards Agency conducted a special poll to inform its submission to the Curry Commission. This found that price was by far the most significant factor for consumers when choosing food. Price was cited, unprompted, by 46% of people. The next nearest significant factor was taste (18%), quality (17%), personal and family health (12%), production-method & organic, free range (10%).

For policy, the challenge is how to make this focus within market behaviour compatible with other considerations, not least unfair competition. The UK Competition Commission and the Office of Fair Trade are centrally concerned with ensuring live competition within the food sector, with keen attention given to whether there is activity such as price fixing, selling below cost, and excessive margins. 
  The purpose of Competition Policy is simple and clear: to ensure that public policy maximises the chances of efficiencies being created and that these are passed ultimately to the consumer. Equally, the purpose of Food Policy can be put simply as: to ensure that the food supply chain delivers public goods to the population equitably, affordably and sustainably. 

In theory, then, both areas of public policy – competition and food - ought to share a public goal of creating an efficient supply chain that delivers accessible, affordable, good quality food to the population in a manner that delivers public goods such as health, environmental protection and decent work as well. In practice, however, a tension has opened up between the two areas of competition and food policy. They have overlapping but sometimes separate foci and discourses (see Table 3). 

Table 3: Competition Policy and Food Policy: an overview of issues

	Issue
	Competition Policy 
	Food Policy

	Rationale 
	Efficiency, transparency of business transaction
	Health, social justice, food security

	Focus 
	Efficient markets; ensuring vibrant sectors; consumer benefit through cost efficiencies
	Consumers are one focus within a web of concerns but high in rhetoric

	State role
	Largely national regulation & oversight; but stronger cross-border / EU role is emerging
	Largely EU framework setting & regulation for agriculture, but more national for ‘up’ the food supply chain

	Industrial focus
	All economic sectors
	Agri-food chain alone

	Supervisory chain
	Competition Commission answerable to Secretary of State for Trade & Industry
	Food Standards Agency answerable (?) to Minister of Public Health

	NGO involvement
	Mainly a concern of consumer NGOs alone
	Involvement of a wide range of NGOs seeking policy leverage

	Current ‘hot’ issues
	Supermarket concentration, financial sector
	Obesity, degenerative disease, food safety, farm crisis


Source: based on Lang (2003)

The emergence of high levels of concentration in the food retail sector has broken the policy calm over competition policy. Previously, this remained an arcane area of business and economic concern, with public interest groups (NGOs) and citizens’ organisation rarely taking an active interest. The value-for-money oriented consumer NGOs have been the honourable exception to this general rule. Their literature on competition goes back literally decades,
 in which they have promoted, monitored and pronounced on market efficiency and pursued more liberal competition policy in order to drive down prices and protect consumers from exploitation by undue market power. The National Consumer Council, the UK’s consumer Government-ordained NGO (GONGO), and the Consumers Association, its larger independent NGO colleague, have largely identical positions on competition policy issues, with the exception that the NCC has a strong pro-the poor policy remit, a legacy of its founder, Michael Young (Lord Young of Dartington).
 On poverty, the analysis becomes more complex; the issue is not price per se but affordability, purchasing power, accessibility and social justice, too.

Let us assume for a moment that the analysis that consumers are centrally price-oriented is accurate and that price is the main determinant of food consumption. What are the implications? How does this price orientation fit with other arguments that consumers are more discriminating and demanding different criteria when purchasing food?

3.  The need to view food consumption through the prism of class

If price was so important, one might have thought that there would be a huge discourse in Social Science (and Food Policy) about price and the cost of food. In fact, there has been little.  Even though the amount spent on food on average has declined hugely in the UK, like all Western economies, the proportion spent by poor consumers relative to the rich is still hugely disparate. In the 1950s, the average expenditure on food out of household budgets was 30%. Today it is around 9%, more if one includes eating out of the home, the great shift since the 1980s. This picture is totally altered when analysed by social class. In the lowest decile by income, food expenditure accounts for up to a third of total expenditure, whereas in the highest decile, the figure is around 5%. 

It is time for social class to return centre stage to food policy (and perhaps social science). The Thatcher era, as we well remember, actively promoted the language of ‘consumers’, while downplaying their economic disparities. Events and data  undermined the attempt. In health policy, the 1979 Thatcher Government received the Black Report on health inequalities set up by Labour, but tried to bury the report, full as it was of evidence about continuing and costly class impact on healthcare.
 A decade later, worries about NHS costs led first Virginia Bottomley and then William Waldegrave as Secretaries of State to acknowledge ‘variations in health’; the term class was politically unacceptable! The Nutrition Task Force, set up to address these variations, created the Low Income Project Team, which was asked not to look at inequalities but the food problems of those at the bottom of the ladder.
 
 It documented a complex picture of restricted demand, poor access, weak food culture and policy failure. 

Labour was re-elected in 1997, committed to an inquiry into inequalities in health to pick up the reins of Black. The 1998 Acheson Report amplified and modernised Black’s analysis.
 One cannot talk of ‘low income consumers’ unless there is a reference point: low income compared to what? And what creates or maintains these disparities? The determinants of food and health inequality include policies such as the Common Agricultural Policy, which warp price structures, ‘taxing’ consumers twice, through higher foods and subsidies. 

The Acheson Report found a strong relationship between low income and worse health. Lower socio-economic groups had a greater incidence of premature and low birth weight babies, heart disease, stroke, and some cancers in adults. Risk factors including lack of breast-feeding, smoking, physical inactivity, obesity, hypertension, and poor diet are clustered in the lower socio-economic groups.
  The diet of lower socio-economic groups is lower in essential nutrients such as calcium, iron, magnesium, folate and vitamin C than that of the higher socio-economic groups.
 One study found that it was better to be poor in a more affluent part of London than in a poorer one.
  Rich consumers command more food choice, better quality and cheaper prices.

Despite the evidence, New Labour has had a troubled relationship with class and consumption. Inheriting a welfarist commitment to social justice sits uneasily with a consumerist society of ‘voting’ through the market place. Policy initiatives mostly target ‘at risk’ groups, aiming to help them up the social ladder. New Labour looked set to import the pop-American Dream than anyone can make it up the ladder. Evidence however suggests that it is the gap between rich and poor which itself has an impact on societies’ health, as the longitudinal Whitehall study has shown.
  The more wealth an individual has, the greater their life expectancies, the better their diet, the less stress they experience. Using international evidence, Richard Wilkinson has shown that if societies have an income of above $5000 a year, life expectancy is determined by the relative inequalities between rich and poor.
 Relative stats is a measurable determinant of health differences between people.

As is well known, the gap between rich and poor is considerable both within and between societies. Rightly often cited, the 10th annual UN Development Programme Human Development Report showed that the richest 20% of the world now account for 86% of world Gross Domestic Product (GDP), while the poorest 20% have just 1%.
 200 of the world’s richest people doubled their net worth in the last four years of the 20th century. The richest three people in the world have assets greater than the combined Gross National Product of all the least developed countries in the world, 600 million people.  The net worth of the 358 richest people equals the combined income of the poorest 45% of the world’s population; about 2.3 billion people.
  The richest 1% of the world’s population, around 60 million, now receives as much income as the poorest 57%, while the income of the richest 25 million Americans is equivalent of almost 2 billion of the world’s poorest people.
 

Such statistics numb consumer ideology, but the cast doubt on individualism as an explanatory tool for understanding the consumer experience. The nuances of thinking about consumer thought that much recent sociology has concerned itself with has lost touch with the hard class realities. Income differentials are increasing. In 1960, 20% of the world’s population living in the richest countries had 30 times the income of the poorest 20%; by 1997, the richest 20% had 74 times the income of the poorest 20%.
  The 1999 UNDP report called for tougher rules on global governance, including principles of performance for multinationals on labour standards, fair trade and environmental protection, arguing that these are needed to counter the negative effects of globalisation on the poorest nations. By 2003, the tone being taken by UNDP was harsher. In its 2003 Human Development Report, the 1990s were viewed as a lost decade, a period when inequalities widened rapidly. 50 countries suffered falling living standards in the 1990s. 

Food consumption patterns are one outcome of this fractured distribution of spending power. As we know from Unicef, 800 million go hungry worldwide annually, but even in rich countries like Britain, food poverty has become marked. Tribute must be paid to an honourable group of nutritionists and social scientists who did try to monitor and highlight its effects. Michael Nelson, Caroline Walker, Liz Dowler and others conducted studies from the late 1970s. Walker in 1977 reviewed the (in)adequacy of benefits and showed that Supplementary Benefit was inadequate to cover the nutritional needs of the largest 8 to 10 year old children, however efficient their mothers’ food purchasing behaviour. 
 In his study of 231 at-risk children in poor areas of London between 1973 and 1976, Nelson found a close relationship between restriction of income, poor diet and small size of child. 
  He concluded that "at least 11 per cent of the children in this study are mildly to moderately malnourished" and called for dietary intervention.
  In a later study, despite showing that school meals failed to provide the nutritional targets set for them by government, Nelson showed that they were the most important nutritional support outside the home for low income families.
 Michael Nelson now leads the study for the Food Standards Agency into the extent of food poverty in this country. It reports in 2005-06.
 Its results should be useful, if one can believe that policy is informed by evidence; a moot point.

The value of looking at such old studies is that they remind us that supposedly ‘modern’ debates about consumers, food and class are not new. Old themes re-emerge. In the USA, hunger has been a persistent cause of concern for decades but particularly during the 1980s and 1990s. In the mid 1960s, one study showed that 9 million Americans had deficient diets.  By the mid 1990s, after decades of argument about how to measure hunger, the Census Bureau calculated that 11 million Americans lived in households which were ‘food insecure’ with a further 23 million living in households which were ‘food insecure without hunger’.
  US surveys estimated that at least four million children under age 12 were hungry and an additional 9.6 million were at risk of hunger during at least one month of the year preceding the survey. 

The current assessment by the Economic Research Service of the USDA is that 11% of American households were food insecure at least some time in 2002, meaning that they did not have “access, at all times, to enough food for an active, healthy life for all household members.”
 The prevalence of food insecurity rose from 10.7% in 2001 to 11.1% in 2002, and the prevalence of food insecurity with hunger rose from 3.3% to 3.5%.  The findings of these surveys provoked vitriolic criticism from US conservative political groups, particularly that the determination of hunger was based on self-reports.
 Despite these criticisms the validity of these surveys remains strong and further research suggested that self-reported hunger measures, at least for adults, are valid surrogate measures for low intakes of required nutrients. The ultimate indignity is that such a rich food exporting country as the US has a problem at all and that it spent over $25bn on federal and state programmes to provide extra food for 25 million citizens.
 

While income and socio-economic class are still key determinants of consumption patterns, class formations are no longer bounded within nations alone. It is more meaningful to conceive, with Durning, of emerging global consuming classes (see Table 3).
 Table 4 provides a picture of the three broad categories of poorly consuming food classes world-wide. 

TABLE 3 World Consuming Classes 

	Category of consumption
	High 
	Middle
	Poor

	Population
	1.5 billion
	3 billion
	1.5 billion

	Diet
	Meat, packaged food, soft drinks
	Grain, clean water
	Insufficient grain, unsafe water

	Transport

	Private cars, air

	Bicycles, bus
	Walking

	Source 
	Long-distance foods; hypermarket & delicatessen / specialist shops
	Some long-distance food; local shops & markets
	Local food; local shops & markets

	Materials
	Throw-aways

	Durables
	Local biomass

	Choice
	Big choice; global horizons
	Sufficient, regional horizon
	Limited or absent, local horizon

	Environmental impact
	High
	Considerable
	Low


Source: expanded from Durning (1992) 
 

Table 4. Types and Effects of Malnutrition

	Type of malnutrition
	Nutritional effect
	No. people affected  globally (billion)

	Hunger
	Deficiency of calories & protein
	at least 1.2 

	Micronutrient deficiency
	Deficiency of vitamins and minerals
	2.0-3.5 

	Over-consumption
	Excess of calories, often accompanied by deficiency of vitamins and minerals
	At least 1.2 – 1.7 billion 


Source: Gardner and Halweil (2000)
 based on WHO, IFPRI, ACC/SCN data

In Britain, the National Food Survey, government’s own evidence, suggests how the food gap between rich and poor has widened in some areas. On vegetable consumption, for instance, over the quarter century since 1975, the more affluent have eaten more, while the poor have consumed less. The rich eat much more fruit, fish and vegetables than the poor.

4. Consumers are complex: what do they really want?
Is it any wonder, with their collective eye on the need for thrift, consumers are often said to be – and say they are – primarily concerned about prices when purchasing? The Food Standards Agency’s poll conducted when preparing its submission to the Curry Commission stressed the primacy of price. Actually, the evidence about consumer thinking on food suggests a more complex relationship. Hypermarkets now offer 25,000 items for sale, yet consumers tend to know the price of only a few Known Value Items (KVIs). The FSA’s own annual poll suggests high concern about other factors too, as do commercial tracker polls. 

The issue at stake is how to weigh up what consumers really want. If price is a key common denominator, other issues will discriminate between both products and suppliers. Issues such as taste (olfactory rather than cosmetic) or cultural acceptability may barely register in polls, but that is because the products do not even get bought unless they meet such goals – however defined. Price can be a crude indicator for a complex web of consumer interests. One large UK food retail company now uses a hierarchy of consumer demands echoing Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (see Figure 1). It posits that as consumer incomes rise, aspirations rise up the pyramid. The argument – and it is an argument – is that purchases are not actually determined by price but framed by many characteristics among which price is highly significant. Price is a given. The implications are interesting: do consumer NGOs fight over the order on the pyramid? Is position inevitably a hierarchy? Is the pyramid correct or merely reducing complex relationships into a familiar two-dimensional model?

Figure 1. A consumer pyramid of rising aspirations: one retailer’s model s rising with age & income: one retail giant’s analysis
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Ethics sit at the top of this retailer’s pyramid, last but not least in the supposed consumer priority list. Yet in the last 30 years, ethically derived coffees have moved from the consumer fringe to become every day commodities, despite costing more. 
 Fairtrade now has nearly 14% of the UK roast and ground coffee market. Cafédirect, all of whose products carry the Fairtrade Mark, is now the UK's 6th largest coffee brand. Sales of Clipper Fairtrade tea grew by 33% in 2002.
 Giant companies like Starbucks and CostaCoffee now promote Fairtrade; Pret-A-Manger switched all its filter coffee (15% of sales) to Fairtrade in 2002. The motives for the switch are important. When people consume food or drink, they are mostly (not all) uncomfortable with connotations of harm. The campaign groups – the activists in the Unmanageable Consumer typology (Table 1) – have redefined what is acceptable while meeting conventional consumerist criteria of taste. In March 2004, the UK’s largest food retailer launched an entire ethical / fair trade range of goods. First championed by the Co-operative Group – itself founded in the mid 19th century to harmonise ethics, health and consumer value - Tesco’s espousal of ethical trading signalled how the issue had become mainstream.  So is the pyramid of Figure 1 accurate or can it be foreshortened?

I am not arguing, let me be clear, that there is necessarily a happy harmony between consumption and ethics (whatever or whose they are). My point is that, on the contrary, the relationship is problematic; it is contested, malleable social space. If food culture was fixed, the findings of change from industry attitude tracker surveys could not exist, yet at least one major retailer’s tracker surveys follow around 50 issues of consumer behaviour and concern and show year-on-year alterations. These range widely across quality, health, environment, ethics, information and issues such as: food poisoning, BSE, fat, GM, labelling, factory farming, pesticide residues, and include ‘recent’ issues such as DNA traceability, support for 5-a-day messages, food miles and attempts to protect the state of the seas. Almost all issues tracked show rising rather than diminishing concern in recent years. Consumers are clearly not locked into a black and white world, but a more subtle one.  

So how can we make better sense of food consumption? Must social science explain this by drawing on the schism beloved of health educators and marketers alike, namely that there is a distinction between knowledge, attitudes and behaviour? This can lead to the cynical verdict: consumers say one thing, but do another; they ask for lower prices but then moan when they learn the costs: they worry about the nature of production but carry on eating its output. Privately, this is why some in the food supply chain agree with the sentiment expressed to me by one retailer buyer: “[s]ometimes we have to do things before the customer even knows what they want.”

5.  Consumers are constructed not given 

Rather than thinking of food consumption as an interplay between supply and demand, as market theory proposes, it is more helpful to argue that the shape of consumption is formed in the ‘holy triangle’ of food policy, the relationship between the Food Supply Chain (Companies / Labour / Capital), the State (Governance) and Civil Society (consumers, NGOs, culture, etc). This is represented in Figure 2.  

Fig 2. Food consumption as contested space between State, Food Supply chain and Civil Society
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Recognition of this key triangular relationship or tension alters our understanding of food policy and the role of consumers within it. Food policy has suffered from being cast in a statist mould. In one of the few treatise with the words ‘food policy’ in its title, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation & Development (OECD) in 1981 defined food policy as the actions of the State: those policies affecting food – its supply and impact – which reflect “the dominant priorities and objectives of governments…”
 Food policies govern the food economy, defined as “the set of activities and relationships that interact to determine what, how much, by what method and for whom food is produced.” Creating public policy on food, said the OECD, is a “dynamic [process] in which there is continual interaction and reaction.” Canny though this was, the OECD framework was surprisingly top-down and restricted, as was the World Bank’s.
 Most State attention was assumed to be on just two areas: nutrition and agriculture.

Nutrition, for the OECD, like all thinking within the productionist paradigm from the 1940s, has been dominated by the view that the food chain needs to deliver more food, more efficiently, more effectively, less wastefully and using ‘steered’ market forces. 
 Nutrition, it followed, should play its part in meeting these societal goals. Today policy-makers have to grapple with a far wider range of issues that under-nutrition or agriculture, which is why the old Productionist paradigm is under such strain; it cannot cope with pressing demands formed by evidence on environmental damage or over-consumption. As Maxwell, Slater and colleagues have argued, there is now a transition from an old to a new food policy agenda.
 This policy transition has been driven by structural change in all corners of the Triangle presented in Figure 2. Table 5 gives some food/nutrition goals and problems the old Productionist paradigm sought to address. Table 6 gives, by contrast, ‘new’ food policy challenges for the food supply chain in the early 21st century.

Table 5. Key Policy goals and problems under the ‘Old’ food policy régime 

	Policy goal to…
	And address the problem of…

	Deliver more food
	Under-production

	Ensure more food gets to consumers
	Poor distribution

	Raise efficiency
	Reduce waste, increase 

	Increase productivity
	Reduce costs to improve affordability

	Tackle under-consumption
	Food poverty

	Improve skills
	Poor farmer knowledge


Table 6. Key Policy goals and problems under the ‘New’ food policy régime 

	Policy goal to…
	And address the problem of…

	Produce more equitable consumption 
	Inequalities and malnourishment

	Reduce over-consumption
	Non-communicable diseases: heart disease, cancers, obesity, diabetes

	Make supply chains sustainable and long-term food secure
	Environmental damage and Cost externalities

	Build a more appropriate food culture
	Warped information and food cultures weakened by marketing

	Ensure high quality 
	Consumer confidence and vulnerability of long supply chains

	Inject real competitiveness to markets
	Oligopolies and concentration; domination by retailers


The Triangle model offered here is, like most models, a simplification but its value is in pointing to the main tensions over the shape and direction of food. Each ‘corner’ of the triangle is itself fractured. The supply chain, for example, is internally dynamic; farmers, manufacturers, retailers, logistics, catering / foodservice all vie for consumer spending. Food service is poised to rival the retailer for direct access to the consumer’s money. A few farmers are fighting back by returning to markets and selling direct to consumers. In all food sectors, there is unprecedented levels of concentration. Giant food corporations straddle borders and have immense purchasing power which enables them to buy already large national champions (think of how Wal-Mart, which only entered food markets a decade and a half ago entered the UK market by buying Asda, at a stroke becoming third largest player). They set their own standards, sometimes in competition with the State and have long lines of accountability, auditing and controls.
 They walk a fine line between controlling and servicing consumers.

The ‘State’ is equally an over-simplification. The State is now multilevel – local, sub-national, national, regional (Europe in our case) and global. It is hard to understand the consumer interest without appreciating how arcane issues such as food standards now get fought over – lengthily and sometimes bitterly – at the various levels. Notions of policy competence and subsidiarity are fought over between the levels. Although the ‘local’ is important, for service delivery, most decision-making now tends to be made between national, regional and global levels of governance.  

The third corner of the Triangle, civil society, is at its most obvious the entire consuming public, with all its class dynamics; it is also competed for by vast numbers of organisations, all appealing to the consumer interest. Even within the non-governmental organisation (NGO) sector, distinctions must be made between Business Interest NGOs (BINGOs), Government-ordained NGOs (GONGOs) and Public Interest NGOs (PINGOs). Civil society is further fractured by class, demographics, culture, rich world / poor world consumer interests, and so on.

The Productionist paradigm that dominated policy 1950-2000 was brought up short by the consumer revolt of the late 1980s and 1990s over food quality and health.
 Ministries and food companies world-wide went into a collective shock, some arguing that this was a momentary crisis and the life would return quickly to business as usual – much as the food industry had argued and ensured it would in the UK after World War 1l.  Others argued, rightly as it turns out, that the crisis of consumer confidence was a reaction to the supply chain revolution of the preceding decades.

We are possibly at another moment of paradigm shift.
 Companies are exposed. External shocks such as climate change, water shortages, energy deficits loom; each of these has the capacity to destabilise the post World War ll supply chain revolution.  Evidence of the environmental and health externalities is mounting and is beginning to impinge upon public policy.
 Civil Society is stirring over issues such as marketing of unhealthy foods to children, the poor state of food skills, animal welfare and information. A new alliance of consumers and media debate threatens the old alliance of big supply chain interests and the State.

6.  The relative weakness of Consumer organisations

The history of organised consumerism can be outlined in four distinct waves each with characteristic approaches and ways of thinking.
 Modern organised consumer activism began in the UK in the 1830s with the stumbling birth of the co-operative movement, first in Brighton but then successfully in the 1840s with the celebrated Rochdale Pioneers. A century later, the Co-op introduced the supermarket format to the UK but was undone by its creation, as other private grocers exploited the format. The Co-operative movement was further hampered by having a multiplicity of societies and an ageing identity and demographic base. But the model of consumer ownership of the supply chain spread round the world and wields enormous economic power. In the UK today, it is the largest farmer, for instance, and there are signs that the Co-op is returning to its original promise on food – to deliver unadulterated, health-enhancing food to working people at affordable (not cheap, note) prices. The issue was not cheapness but affordability.

The next wave of organised consumerism occurred in the early 20th century in capitalism’s then cutting edge, the USA. After stumbling efforts, organised consumer societies began to offer advice on consumer choice from the 1920s and membership grew. The core ethic was the pursuit of consumer rights and value-for-money. In the UK, the Consumers’ Association was founded in 1956 by Michael Young to provide this service. Access to information on independent analysis (product testing) was the key to membership. Like the co-operative, this model spread world wide, spawning many consumer organisations, now federated under the Consumers International umbrella. 

The third wave, Naderism, has not spread so effectively but has been enormously influential in methods and its anti-corporate reflex. The model is of consumer champions, Davids against the corporate Goliaths. We call this Naderism after Ralph Nader the US lawyer who emerged to world fame in the 1960s for unmasking an auto company’s calculation that the cost of redesigning an unsafe car was not warranted. Naderism centres on information for consumers on how they are too easily exploited. 

More recently, a new wave of consumerism has emerged with some resonance of the original co-operators. This New Wave or alternative consumer movement bonds a variety of moral and ethical positions together. A decade ago, to have prophesied that ethical trading or health or environmental consumption would become key consumer movements tackling supply would have seemed fanciful. Yet they are becoming so, not least helped by regulations such as on chemical recycling (the EU’s REACH programme), cradle-to-grave accountability, and health audits. Although with small formal membership, a relatively limited number of organisations have been able to articulate consumerist demands in a manner that has wider public appeal. In the UK, sales of organic foods and fairtrade products have rocketed. The ultimate business accolade is that the food supply chain giants are now beginning to buy up the pioneers such as Whole Earth Foods, Green & Blacks, Rachel’s Dairy, Ben and Jerry’s etc. Groups such as Ethical Consumer Research Association, the Food Commission, and the big environmental or development groups, all with consumer product marketing, are firmly New Wave.

The battle over consumer information

One key battle ground within the Triangle of food policy at present is information: the form, rights and (im)balances of information flows that are deemed essential for market efficiency. Ironically, while the State and supply chain interests voice the power of consumers, consumer organisations themselves tend to trumpet their relative weakness. This battle-zone warrants fuller scrutiny than I can give here, where I will contrast the astonishing efforts by the supply chain to mould or affect consumers and their spending power.

The food supply chain attempts to mould consumer consciousness in two ways: advertising and marketing, and the building of brands. Estimating advertising and marketing expenditure is hard from outside the industry. There are also differences in how figures are calculated by companies. Marketing and advertising are no longer just an issue of purchasing space on roadsides, on TV or radio, but of exploiting a full range of media which now includes sponsorship, product placement and texting. Tables 7 and 8 give some industry calculations of spending. Table 7 provides spending by food sector; Table 8 by company and brand.

Table 7 UK advertising expenditure on selected food categories, year 2000 (£’000s)

	Food category
	£’000s

	Bread & bakeries
	11,124

	Biscuits, cakes, pies & pastries
	14,420

	Cereals: ready-to-eat
	69,219

	Dairy products
	55,489

	Fish: canned, fresh & frozen
	5,040

	Frozen ready to eat meals
	18,600

	Fruit: fresh, canned, dried & frozen
	3,506

	Margarine
	23,148

	Meat & meat products
	24,041

	Potato crisps & snacks
	34,221

	Sauces
	40,187

	Vegetables: fresh, frozen & canned
	13,255

	
	

	Total advertising for all foods
	471,497


Source: ACNielson /Advertising Statistics Yearbook (2001) 

Table 8 Adspend by Food & Drink companies in British Top 50 Brands, 2000

	Brand
	Manufacturer
	Sales Year to April 2000 (£m)
	Creative agency
	Adspend (£)

	Coca-Cola
	Coca-Cola Company
	635 - 640
	Publicis
	26,575,202

	Nescafe
	Nestle
	335 - 340
	McCann-Erickson
	22,662,100

	Weetabix
	Weetabix
	90 - 95
	Lowe Lintas
	16,631,619

	Budweiser
	Anheuser-Busch
	100 - 105
	BMP DDB
	13,135,168

	Birds Eye Wall's Ice Cream
	Birds Eye Wall's
	130 - 135
	McCann-Erickson
	11,712,507

	PG Tips
	Van den Bergh
	125 - 130
	BMP DDB
	10,600,844

	McCain Chips
	McCain Foods
	115 - 120
	D'Arcy
	9,092,710

	Kit Kat
	Nestle Rowntree
	175 - 180
	J Walter Thompson
	9,077,997

	Fosters
	Scottish Courage
	90 - 95
	M&C Saatchi
	8,904,286

	Müller
	Müller
	230 - 235
	Publicis
	8,608,144

	Tango
	Britvic Soft Drinks
	90 - 95
	HHCL & Partners
	8,289,474

	Tetley
	Tetley GB
	110 - 115
	D'Arcy
	8,103,598

	Sunny Delight
	Procter&Gamble
	140 - 145
	Saatchi & Saatchi
	8,006,084

	Mars Bar
	Mars
	110 - 115
	D'Arcy
	7,968,903

	Walkers
	PepsiCo
	455 - 460
	Abbott Mead Vickers BBDO
	7,672,949

	Pepsi
	PepsiCo
	190 - 195
	Abbott Mead Vickers BBDO
	7,508,165

	Dairylea
	Kraft Foods
	90 - 95
	J Walter Thompson
	7,109,456

	Lucozade
	SmithKline Beecham
	120 - 125
	Ogilvy & Mather
	6,762,215

	Flora
	Van den Bergh
	110 - 115
	Lowe Lintas
	6,527,470

	Ribena
	SmithKline Beecham
	170 - 175
	Grey
	5,601,488

	Stella Artois
	Whitbread
	255 - 260
	Lowe Lintas
	5,539,885

	Carling
	Bass Brewers
	145 - 150
	WCRS
	5,178,819

	Pringles
	Procter&Gamble
	135 - 140
	Grey
	4,055,268

	Robinsons
	Britvic Soft Drinks
	170 - 175
	HHCL & Partners
	3,769,187

	Galaxy
	Mars
	80 - 85
	Grey
	3,725,219

	Anchor
	New Zealand Milk (UK)
	90 - 95
	Saatchi & Saatchi
	2,782,055

	Cadbury Dairy Milk
	Cadbury
	160 - 165
	TBWA GGT Simons Palmer
	2,780,558

	The Famous Grouse
	Highland Distillers
	85 - 90
	Abbott Mead Vickers BBDO
	2,772,168

	Smirnoff Red Label
	Diageo
	90 - 95
	J Walter Thompson
	2,441,745

	Lurpak
	Arla Foods
	100 - 105
	BMP DDB
	2,269,430

	Heinz Baked Beans
	Heinz
	120 - 125
	Leo Burnett
	2,198,289

	Heinz Canned Soup
	Heinz
	130 - 135
	Leo Burnett
	1,901,585

	Ernest & Julio Gallo
	E&J Gallo Winery
	85 - 90
	Mountain View
	1,447,893

	Birds Eye Frozen Vegetables
	Birds Eye
	105 - 110
	McCann-Erickson
	899,824

	Bells 8 Year
	Diageo
	110 - 115
	Court Burkitt & Co
	3,600

	Birds Eye Frozen Poultry
	Birds Eye
	110 - 115
	N/A
	N/A


Source: Marketing (2001)


Such expenditure underlines the significance of what has happened in consumer culture, in evolutionary terms remarkably little space of time. Features which Vance Packard first highlighted to the US public in the 1950s have consolidated,
 become infinitely more sophisticated and more powerful in framing consumption. The scale of spending is vast by any measure and the goods being marketed have dubious health value. The emphasis is on building brands, but it should be noted that brand value is not necessarily reflected in adspend or vice versa. Although cultural rules have been made more pliable, advertising and marketing are by no means the sole drivers of such change, but they are surely significant. Europeans have some way to go before emulating the USA where in the early 1999s, by the time they were leaving high school, the average American child would have seen around 360,000 TV advertisements.
 

Today formal advertising is only part of the marketing picture. A recent market intelligence report has suggested the enormous potential – and, I suspect, relative cheapness – of new media such as text messaging.
 A recent Walkers Crisps ‘Txt2Win’ promotion in summer 2003 offered prizes ranging from TVs, DVD players, flashing phone stickers, text credits, if the person texted a number given on the crisp packet. These were significant brands such as Quavers, French Fries, Monster Munches, Squares and Wotsits. Winners were picked at random, and then texted the good news about prizes.
 A database of young people who own mobiles and buy snacks no doubt expanded greatly. A new avenue of direct marketing to children, a quarter of whom already buy their own snacks, was born.

The great success food companies have had through marketing their wares is to be measured in the value of their brands. Table 9 gives an indication of some global brands’ values and how their spending and position can alter year-to-year. At a world level, the spending is immense. Coca-Cola and McDonalds, for instance, both spend $1.7bn a year on marketing.

Table 9.   Food Companies in the Top 75 The Billion Dollar Global Brands, by value, 1999 & 2000 

	Rank

2000

(1999)


	Brand
	Country
	Brand Value 2000 ($bn)
	Brand Value 1999 ($bn)
	% 

Change

	1 (1)
	Coca – Cola
	US
	72.5
	83.8
	-13

	9 (8)
	McDonald’s
	US
	27.9
	26.2
	6

	22 (13)
	Nescafé
	Switzerland
	13.7
	**
	*

	25 (21)
	Heinz
	US
	11.8
	11.8
	-1

	33 (30)
	Kellogg’s
	US
	7.4
	7.1
	4

	35 (32)
	Pepsi-Cola
	US
	6.6
	5.9
	12

	51 (34)
	Wrigley’s
	US
	4.3
	4.4
	-2

	57 (46)
	Bacardi
	Bermuda
	3.2
	2.9
	10

	59 (48)
	Moet & Chandon
	France
	2.8
	2.8
	0

	61 (47)
	Burger King
	UK
	2.7
	2.8
	-4

	64 (52)
	Heineken
	Netherlands
	2.2
	2.2
	2

	67 (55)
	Johnnie Walker
	UK
	1.5
	1.6
	-6

	69 (-)
	Jack Daniels
	US
	1.5
	*
	*

	73 (-)
	Starbucks
	US
	1.3
	*
	*


Source: Interbrand/Citibank (2000)

The response of the Consumer Movement

It is hard to collate figures with which to compare this industry marketing expenditure. Consumer NGOs have small advertising and marketing budgets. The consumer movement’s resources are somewhat limited. Before giving details, it should be noted that despite the resource imbalance, public interest groups have been effective (and persistent) in highlighting rights to information since the 1980s. They have been effective in appealing to consumer consciousness and in achieving reforms from and within the State. Budget size is not everything. Ideas and media-appeal may compensate for deep pockets and be more important than resources; consumer groups can get free media space through news columns to rival that commercial bodies have to buy. 

Market theory requires consumers to be well informed for efficiencies to occur. Yet the theoretical requirement of good information flow is not what happens in practice.  Information flow is uneven, labelling is arbitrary and marketing / advertising / sponsorship warps culture. The resources available to organisations representing these various consumer waves are limited. 

Table 10 gives the general spending, food–related expenditure, and staff dedicated to food issues for some significant consumer-oriented organisations, designating them by the waves outlined above. The Co-operative movement is included in this table to indicate the first wave consumer movement’s role in consumer advocacy. In fact it has no one body responsible for consumer affairs; the work is spread across different arms of the movement, e.g within the Co-operative Retail Trading Group, the Co-op Parliamentary Liaison Committee and corporate PR departments. They have collectively estimated the figures given in Table 10.

Table 10. Consumer Organisations Food Budgets and Staff, financial year 2002-03

	Organisation
	Consumer 

wave
	Budget (2002-03)
	Food Staff
	Members 
	Geo remit
	Type


	Co-op Group Parliamentary Office

	First
	n/a
	3.25
	400 co-op organisations
	UK
	Co-operative

	Consumers Association

	Second
	Total CA budget =  £52.5m. Campaign budget = £250,209; 

of this food & nutrition = c£35k
	3 f-t on food + 0.5 media officer +20% of 3 writers

(1 Which? + 2 Health Which?)
	c.800,000
	UK
	PINGO

	National Consumer Council

	Second
	Total NCC = £3m (2002/03)
	1 + 1 FSA secondment
	n/a
	England
	GONGO (+ some outside funding)

	Consumers International

	Mainly Second
	Total CI = £3m. 

Food Projects = £570k 
	6 (out of 75)
	271 member orgs

	Global (118 countries + 6 Territories)
	80% PINGOs + c20% government affiliate members (i.e. GONGOs)

	Sustain

	Fourth
	£510k
	10 
	110 NGOs
	UK
	PINGO

	National Heart Forum

	Fourth
	Total NHF = £500k; of which nutrition = c£100k 
	7 of whom 1 is dedicated to nutrition
	45 national organisations
	UK
	PINGO

	Food Commission 

	Fourth
	£100k
	4 p-t = 3 fte
	n/a
	UK
	PINGO

	Ethical Consumer Research Association

	Fourth
	£250k
	1.5fte
	6,500
	UK
	PINGO


World-wide, consumer movements continue to expand. Consumers International, the leading international federation of consumer bodies now numbers 271 member organisations. It operates in 118 countries and 6 territories. Most of its member organisations are public interest NGOs (PINGOs) but some are Government- ordained NGOs (GONGOs).  CI’s global reach, and the vociferous-ness of national bodies such as the Consumers’ Association (a PINGO) or National Consumer Council (a GONGO) belies a real structural weakness, in relation to the deep pockets of the food companies. Consumer organisations 

· have small budgets

· are few, relative to the growth of total NGOs;

· have few staff dedicated to food issues.

The Consumers Association (CA) in the UK spent, in the year October 2002 to September 2003, £6,186,000 advertising Which?, its consumer flagship magazine.
 This included press (£151k), radio (nil), outdoor (£3k), and Direct mail (£5,944,000). The vast proportion of this expenditure was on direct marketing advertisements, i.e. through the post, promoting subscriptions to the CA’s magazine and information flow. The year 2002-03 saw in fact a doubling of CA’s total advertising budget. In 2001-02, it spent £3,382,000, compared to £6,646,000; the difference being advertising other than for Which? magazine. 
 This is not inconsiderable expenditure, and indeed, CA’s advertising was considerably larger than Northern and Shell, The Economist, Readers Digest, OK, Now or Heat.  

But how much of CA’s work is on food and consumption issues? One could argue that this generic expenditure builds the CA brand, keeps the 800,000 members informed and adds to the credibility of the organisation’s pronouncements. All of this is plausible. But in direct expenditure terms, the outlay of the CA – the UK’s largest and best funded consumer organisation – is far smaller. Table 11 gives general and food-specific campaign expenditure figures for the CA. Of its total annual turnover of £52.5m, the CA spent in 2002-03 approximately £199,000 on all its food campaigns, of which work on nutrition cost an estimated £25,000-£30,000. Excluding salary costs, the CA spent a total of £250,209 on all its consumer campaigning in 2002-03, a figure ranged from personal finance (£74k), health (£41k), retailing (£54.5k) to nutrition/ food (£25-30k).

Table 11.  Consumers’ Association food-related expenditure

	Heading 
	Purpose   
	Budget 

	CA turnover (2002-03)
	TOTAL
	£52.5m

	Food Campaign expenditure 2003/04
	
	

	
	Campaigning (nutrition)
	£35,000

(£25-30k)

	
	policy/research
	£37,000

	
	Salaries
	£136,818

	
	Food Campaign 03-04 Total
	£208,818

	CA Campaigning expenditure 2002/03
	
	

	
	Blockbusters
	£536

	
	Carbuster
	£605

	
	Communications
	£1,038

	
	Community Legal Service Leaflet Project
	£8,194

	
	Food
	£34,654

	
	General
	£15,555

	
	Health
	£41,527

	
	Personal Finance
	£74,042

	
	Redress
	£56

	
	Retailing and consumer transactions
	£54,420

	
	Scottish office
	£19,550

	
	Utilities
	£32

	
	Total Campaigning 02-03
	£250,209

	CA turnover (2002-03)
	TOTAL
	£52.5m


Source: Consumers’ Association (2003)

Government Consumer-Oriented Bodies

Advocacy for the consumer interest is not, by any means, limited to the actions of consumer organisations. Table 12 gives figures for related work in key government bodies: the Department of Health, Food Standards Agency and Health Development Agency. 

In the financial year 2002-03, the Department of Health spent an estimated £3m on nutrition work, but on top of that funded some direct welfare schemes. These notably included £127m on the welfare foods scheme which is demand led, and £13m for the 5-a-day (including the Free School Fruit scheme which gives fruit to young schoolchildren) and Community Initiatives (this figure includes the work of the New Opportunities Fund). The total for the flagship ‘5-a-day’ schemes including School Fruit is £52m for the total period 2002-04. 

The food-related expenditure of the Health Development Agency is far smaller. The HDA is a smaller reincarnation of the Health Education Authority, itself a reining-in of the formerly more arms-length Health Education Council. The two predecessor organisations had troubled experiences with their State parent and with some big food industry interests (over fat, salt and sugared processed foods). The HDA’s £0.5 million budget for nutrition and health work has not led it to be in the forefront of consumer food issues; its role has been quieter and more focussed on evidence collection. 

The Food Standards Agency is a particularly interesting development within the State. Created in 2000, in response to the safety scandals 1987ff, the FSA was a key Labour commitment to improve consumer confidence. Its expenditure is considerable and, in one sense, its total budget could be said to be on consumers. In fact, the bulk of its work is not in the area of direct consumer-oriented intervention. Its nutrition budget, for instance, was around £800,000 in 2003, although the FSA recognises the need to increase this. 

Table 12.  Some Government consumer-oriented food resources

	Organisation
	Budget 

(2002-03)
	Food Staff
	Geographical remit

	Dept Health

	£3m on nutrition + £13m on 5-a-day (incl. free School Fruit Scheme)


	Dept Health Improvement

-16.8 fte on nutrition 

- 6.8 on welfare foods scheme
	England

	Health Development Agency

	£12 million for total organisation, of which est.£0.5m is nutrition, obesity, and health work
	c.5 fte (of which 1 nutrition advisor; + 1.5 research people; +1 National Healthy Schools worker+ 1.5 fte extra research/support); + 9 regional workers (?% of time); 
	England (Government body funded as part of the NHS)

	Food Standards Agency
	Total budget of £120.2m in 2003/04;
 nutrition budget of £8 millions;
 7% of total budget on nutrition and diet; a further 4% on consumer confidence

	Total staff = 600;

of which consumer branch has 6, and nutrition division has c 34
	UK


7. Conclusions: public policy, social science and the consumer interest

This paper has explored a number of consumer issues in food. It has argued that consumers are now cast as a key battle ground in the new holy Triangle of food policy. Optimists view the late 20th century as a period of unalloyed consumer success, with more food, declining relative costs of food within household total expenditure, and greater choice. Critics counter that this picture may be true for the affluent world but not for all, and that these ‘advances’ came with a cost to the environment (production and residues), public health (degenerative diseases), society (inequalities of access, spending etc) and culture (the power of giant food interests to frame behaviour). On balance, it could be argued, consumers have both gained and lost. This certainly tends to be the position of consumer activists, hence the continued need for advocacy and for consumerist presence in food policy. As such, this situation is a microcosm of wider consumer affairs. The consumer experience is the battleground on which diverse interests compete, clashing over meanings, ideas and actual behaviour.  Consumers are said to be in the driving seat of the modern complex food supply chain yet everywhere in the food system, a small number of corporations now wield unprecedented power - in the name of the consumer but serving shareholders. The prime focus in the ‘old’ food policy on the farmer-producer has given way in the ‘new’ food policy to the ascendancy of the ad-person, the product designer, the retail store. 

In reaction to this shift, I detect a new consumer agenda is emerging, continuing to question and prod the role of the State at every level of multilevel government; demanding more complex qualities from its supply chain; and questioning the power of food corporations. In this respect, consumer politics are no substitute for more formal politics; this applies in food as with other ‘single issue’ policy areas.

Consumer behaviour, thinking and activism has moved fast in the late 20th century. As with previous era of seismic change in capitalism, consumer action has been as much reactive as pro-active. Time will tell whether the ‘hot’ nature of food policy in recent decades fades or whether the 21st century’s continuing food challenges, such as climate change, water shortage, population pressures, energy restrictions, alter what consumers can and cannot do. The tensions and pressures are set to continue within and between the corners of the holy policy triangle: State, Supply Chain and Civil Society. 
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