Shopping Smart

Tough economy reveals the value in store brands,
coupons
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Beverly Foster is more careful about her grocery
shopping than ever before. Like everyone across the
country, she has been affected by the recession and
tries to make her dollars go further by buying more
store-brand items and taking advantage of coupons.

"l have my fliers and my coupons. You name it.
Would you like to see my coupon holder?" said
Foster, a Stamford resident, as she pushed her
shopping cart out of the Grade A ShopRite on Hope
Street in Stamford on Wednesday.

Why is she being so frugal?

"I lost my (human resources) job in January," Foster
said. "It's happening every day."

Shoppers everywhere are looking for ways to save
money, according to a study by Digital Research Inc.
and Thinkvine, an analytics services provider.

An online survey of 1,106 grocery shoppers
conducted by Digital Research revealed that about
40 percent of them are now buying less-expensive
store-brand -- also known as "private-label" --
items, while 55 percent said that they are using
more coupons and promotions.

The study also revealed that 47 percent of shoppers
are spending less on groceries this year, with the

average weekly bill at $108.

"It's not surprising. People are changing their
behaviors," said Jane Mount, executive vice
president of Digital Research, noting that only 2
percent said they are not changing their shopping
habits. "Are those changes going to be permanent?
We'll do a survey in subsequent quarters to see if
they continue their savings strategy."

The recession has reinforced shoppers'
conservative shopping habits, Mount said, adding
that some have turned the use of coupons and
purchase of store brand items into a challenging
game of how much they can save.

But, sadly, the recession has created a legion of
"nouveau poor,” who have had to alter their
lifestyles, along with their grocery shopping habits,
she said.

Instead of dining frequently at restaurants, many
are now opting to create home-cooked meals, and
grocery stores are enjoying increased sales as a
result, according to Chip Cingari, co-owner of the
Grade A ShopRites in lower Fairfield County.

"There's no doubt. Over the last seven or eight
months, restaurants are doing less business. With a
jar of pasta sauce and a pound of pasta, you can
feed an entire family," he said.

People are returning to their parents' shopping
habits, buying ingredients and preparing their own
meals, Cingari said, and many are using coupons
and buying private-label items.

"They (shoppers) tell you with their shopping
patterns," Cingari said, touting the quality of store-
brand goods.

The Shop Rite chain has experienced an increase in
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store-brand sales, he said, a trend seen
industrywide.

According to the Private Label Manufacturers
Association, for the 12 weeks that ended March 21,
the dollar volume in the United States for private
labels was $12.9 billion, compared with $12.1
billion at the same time a year ago. Association
research shows that 30 percent of consumers are
buying more store-brand products.

Stamford-based Daymon Worldwide, an
international private-label broker and one of the
biggest companies in the industry, is benefiting
from shoppers' flight to store brands.

"We're very much benefiting. People aren't eating at
restaurants as much," said Alex Miller, president of
Daymon, which employs 16,000 people in 22
countries and serves national grocers such the
Supervalu group, which has stores under a dozen
different names, including Albertsons and Shaw's.

Store brands, also known as "private brands," help
retailers build closer relationships with consumers,
according to Daymon, and by marketing quality
store brands they can differentiate themselves from
the competition. On average, retail prices for store
brands are 10 to 30 percent lower than national
brand names, and a retailer's profit margins on
private-brand products are 10 percent higher than
the profit margins on national brands, Daymon says.

"We work with retail customers to develop their
private-label programs. We're paid by the suppliers
to represent them with the retailer," Miller said,
adding that Daymon's clients also include Stop

& Shop. "Our retail customers represent about

half the food volume in the U.S."

Many who shop at those stores are increasingly
using coupons to purchase products.

"Consumers are repositioning themselves as
shoppers. Consumers are more focused on needs
versus wants," said Suzie Brown, chief marketing
officer of Valassis Communications Inc., a processor
and distributor of coupons with facilities in Shelton
and Windsor.

As a result, they are "shopping smarter" by relying
on coupons, she said.

"The average consumer can save more than $1,000
a year by being a moderate coupon shopper. It's
essentially cash," Brown said. "Coupon redemption
is up double digits in the last three quarters.
Seventy-five percent of all consumers are using
coupons

regularly.”

Spending down, savings up with supermarket
shoppers
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