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Changing Times Tough on Consumers

MERICAN consumers have been

pampered in the past by com-

petitive businesses striving to outdo
one another to win their patronage.

Changes taking place in the world
of merchandising are pushing con-
sumers into a less favorable posi-
tion, although merchants wounld
quickly deny that they are h&nel‘ll—
ing from the shilt.

These developments are the!result
of a number of torces, most of which
are beyond control of elther seller
or buyer. Some may be atiributed to
inflation, others to regulations, and

a few to changing attitudes wﬂhin
uurmcirnr

Although supermarkels al{d de-
partment stores offer thousands of
items for sale, examination may re-
veal a disappointing array of medio-
cre merchandise, lacking in crafts-
manship. Where gquality iz avail-
able, inflation may have forced pric-
es tounaffordable levels. |

The high cost of carcyin

sults in scarcity of certain items,
because merchants are reluctant (o
reorder when original supplies are
_andd aut,

aver
seasonal inventories sometimes fe-

Promation of “ne brand” or gen-
eric drugs and (oods has not won
popular support but it tends to un-
dermine standards of quality.

For generations, petroleum com-
panies sought to improve their sales
through guality prodocts, clean ser-
vice stations and smiling attend-
ants, Then, almost overnight, brand
name distinctions were virtually
wiped out by gasoline shortages.

The “death blow™ to courteous
gervice resulted from high wages
for minimum work, NMow customers
service their own cars and pay more
for the privilege. About the same
thing is true in restauranis.

Many retail stores have given up
on trving 1o train clerks to be help-
ful to customers. Buyvers must wait
on themselves and if they seek infor-
mation from employees, they may
Find the latter know little about the
merchandise and care less. There
are exceptions, of course.

Government regulation and
paperwork have become major bur-
dens [or business owners. Add o
these costs logses due 1o theft by
emplovees and shoplifting by cus-

liwingz.

tomers, and it becomes obvious that
consumers would have to pay more
even if there were no inflation. i
Steps are being taken in Washing
ton to alleviate excessive regula-
tions but it may be yvears before el-
fective relief- is identifiable. It i=s es-
timated that federal requirements
add from $200 1o 500 to the cost of
each American guwtomobile, while
union labor demands continually
drive up costs of stegl and other ma-
terials, as well as manufacturing.

“The automoblle industry is con-
sidering raising its prices again al a
time when sales are down and still
declining,” an Oklahoma car dealer
commented to this writer recently.

Flectronic and other industries
have felt similar pressures, result-
ing in loss of jobs as imporied prod-
uets Monded the markets.

Although stores still offer a broad
selection of merchandise in abun-
dance, we ssem to be slipping con-
giderably from our previcus high
standards of quality and service,
Limits on free enterprise ultimately
become limits on our standard. of




