Chapter Two
Review of Relevant Literature

The Pervasive Impact of Low Literacy Skills

Corbett (1982) convincingly argues that society as awhole assumes literacy of its
members. He declares that when we learn to read, write, and reason logicaly we are gven a
“gpecid gift... entry into the privileged world of literacy” (p. 140). In anation that valuesliterate
traditions and educationd achievement, the inability to read, write, and comprehend a a
aufficient level to function adequately in society is looked upon disdainfully. Indeed, throughout
the history of the United States, people deficient in literacy skills were the targets of derison
ranging from being forced to suffer school room *dunce caps’ and school yard taunts to being
labeled “ unproductive, stupid, chronic failures, socidly dependent and morally deficient” (Beder
1991, p. 67). Simply put, low literacy has a stigma attached to it.

Under these circumstances, it is not surprising that literacy experts agree that an
individud’slevd of literacy proficiency significantly impacts his or her day-to-day activities and
socid interactions. In the introduction to their edited volume, Jennings and Purves (1991)
endorse this view when they write, “[l]iteracy is not Smply agatigtic; it impinges upon and
shapes the lives of individuas’ (p.7, emphasis added). Literacy volunteers and adult educators
dike incorporate this perspective into their pedagogica approaches and materias by conscioudy
taking care to treat low literate adults enrolled in their programs as adults with vauable life
experiences rather than asignorant children (Eberle and Robinson 1980; Stein 1995). Literacy
programs, however, reach asmall percentage of the population with limited literacy skills (Beder
1991; Kirsch et a. 1993; LVA 1994).

Literacy does not exist in avacuum, rather it isan integrd part of theindividud’s culturd
world and it is context specific (Anderson 1999; Eberle and Robinson 1980; Wagner 1991).
Therefore, low literacy collides with many dimensons of theindividuas' lives. Thisline of
reasoning has led scholarsin various fields (adult education, family counsdling, hedthcare, and
personnel management) to conduct sizable research on the impact of low literacy on such wide
ranging topics as. employability, independence, family dynamics, sef-esteem, and healthiness
(cf. Anderson and Ricks 1993; Darden 1993; Eberle and Robinson 1980; Fingeret 1983; Kaeter



1993; Masner and Wootton 1993; Miles and Davis 1995; Rabin 1992; Williams et a. 1995;
Ziegler 1998). Still, limited research has focused on the impact of illiteracy and low literacy in
the marketplace. Before reviewing the sparse research from the marketing discipling, it isfirst
necessary to examine what it meansto be a literate adult and introduce current thinking on
literacy from the field of adult education.

What doesit mean to beliterate?

From asmple and intuitive perspective, literacy is the ability to read and write. Consider
the following definition developed by the Congress of the United States for usein its educationa
policies

[literacy ig]... an individud’s ability to read, write, and spesk in English,
and compute and solve problems at levels of proficiency necessary to

function on the job and in society, to achieve one€' s gods, and develop
one's knowledge and potentid. (1991 Nationd Literacy Act, Public Law)

This definition is problematic. Firg, it defines literacy in such broad termsthat it would
make it hard to operationalize. Second, no clear consensus exists on the exact leve of reading
and writing skills necessary for an individua to be considered aliterate adult. Severd factors
contribute to the difficulty of establishing abase leve of literacy. None, however, play as
sgnificant of arole asthe escdation of literacy demands necessary for citizensto function in
society. The skills bar rises higher and higher each year (Grimdey 1999). ThisStuation is
unlikely to change in the foreseegble future, as technology diffuses at an increasingly rapid rate
the basic skillsrequired of citizens and workers dso increase (Grimdey 1999; Harrison-Walker
1995). Ponder, for example, the introduction of interactive kiosks, on-line shopping, and smart
cards. The necessary and sufficient skills needed to function in the marketplace are growing.
Subsequently, this raises some interesting questions regarding what skills are vita in a definition
of consumer literacy, which will be applicable in an ever-changing marketplace.

Common misconceptionsregarding literacy

Before the relationship between basic literacy and consumer literacy can be explored,
three commonly held views regarding the nature of basic literacy must be addressed. Firt,
literacy is not the equivalent to educationa attainment. Although an educationd attainment
criterion is often used, it is a poor, abet convenient, surrogate measure of literacy. However,

the use of agrade level designation or a measure of the number of years of schooling completed



dlows organizations, and even countries, to arrive at quick and chegp estimations of the literacy
datus for aparticular individua, group of individuas, or a geographica area (Internationa
Literacy Indtitute 1999). It isassumed that once individuas obtain the specified number of years
of schoaling, they move from being illiterate to literate. While there is a correation between
literacy level and the grade level completed, actud literacy leve isgenerdly lower. In redity,
using agrade-leve evduative measure of reading ability often tdls us very little about an
individud’ s ahility to perform certain literacy tasksin society (Grimdey 1999).

Second, literacy is not a categorical variable. AsKirsch and his colleagues (1993) note
many of the earlier surveys conducted to arrive at a heedcount on low literate individuas have
trested literacy as an “ether/or” condition. The very nomenclature of literate versusiilliterate
suggedts that individuasfal into one category or the other. However, logic and life experiences
tell usthat literacy levels differ by degrees. Literacy ranges from people being unable to read or
write anything in their native language to individuas who can make out street Sgns and write
their own name but have difficulty in undersanding ingtructions or labels on a product to people
who can read dense passages of text, sort through distracters, and make high-leve inferences or
use specidized background knowledge to solve problems (Kirsch et d., 1993). Thus, rather than
utilize discrete categories of literate and illiterate, literacy is better conceptudized asa
continuum of knowledge and skills.

Findly, literacy is not smply an absolute, abstract menta condition or ability
(Internationd Literacy Ingtitute 1999; Purves 1991). Literacy scholars now conclude that
literacy isamultidimensona condruct, which manifests differently within various socid
contexts (Akinnaso 1991; Callins 1995; de Avila 1983; Fingeret 1983; Haigh 1985; Internationa
Literacy Indtitute 1999; Jennings and Purves 1991; Nationa Ingtitute for Literacy 1998; Purcdll-
Gates 1995; Purves 1991; Reder 1987; Zeigahn 1991). That is, the literacy skills manifested in

the marketplace are not identica to those manifested within, for example, acomputer course,

The United States Department of Education asked for these three characteristics of basic
literacy to be taken into consideration in the development of an instrument to assess and
document the state of literacy in the United States. Hence, the National Adult Literacy Survey
Literacy Definition Committee operated under the premise that,
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[l]iteracy is neither asingle skill suited to dl types of text, nor an infinite
number of skills, each associated with a given type of text or material.
Rather... an ordered set of skills appearsto be caled into play to
accomplish diverse types of tasks (Kirsch et d., 1993, p. 3).

Resolving the previoudy addressed misconceptions regarding the nature of literacy, the
National Adult Literacy Survey isthe best atempt to date of measuring literacy levelsin the
United States. This survey and its findings are described in the following section.

The National Adult Literacy Survey (NALYS)

In 1992 to as“levd 1 Kills’ , the Educationd Testing Service conducted the National
Adult Literacy Survey (NALS), under the direction of the U.S. Department of Education. The
results of the NALS present the first, formalized, detailed picture of literacy in the United States.
A nationally representative sample of gpproximately 26,000 adults (ages 16 and older) were
interviewed and asked to complete a booklet of various literacy tasks presented within work,
home and community contexts (Kirsch et d., 1993). Respondents were also asked to answer a
series of background questions on various socid and economic indicants. Assessments were
measured along a continuum of literacy proficiencies for three scales of specific literacy types

identified in previous research: prose, document, and quantitative.

Prose literacy refersto a person’s ability, through knowledge and skill, to comprehend
and use information from texts such as news stories, works of fiction, product warranties,
advertisements, and promotiona materids. A person’s ability to comprehend and use
information that is generaly provided or asked for in a specific format condtitutes document
literacy. Examples of tasks on this scale include preparing a job application, interpreting public
transportation schedules, locating a specified intersection on amap, and completing gpplications
for loans and other types of credit. The third literacy scale, quantitative literacy, incorporates the
numerica abilities of basic literacy requiring a person to gpply arithmetic operations to numbers
embedded in written materials. Respondents were asked to perform such tasks as calculate atip
in arestaurant, balance a checkbook, complete an order form, determine the sale price of
shopping goods, and identify the unit price of an item.

Kirsch and his colleagues (1993) report prior research suggesting the difficulty of a
literacy task is determined by three factors: the structure of the materid, the content and/or
context from which the materid is drawn, and the nature of the task (i.e., for what the purposeis
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used). These criteriaalowed researchers to place each literacy task in the survey dong the
proficiency continuum. Insteed of reporting conglomerate results across the variety of literacy
tasks, results were reported for each scae dong the five-sage proficiency continuum. This
approach attempts to capture the ordered “progression of information-processing skills and
drategies’ (Kirsch et d. 1993). This dso facilitates the development of profiles of various
literacy levels and types and comparisons between subgroups of the population.  Lower literacy
abilitiesare referred or “proficiency leve 1,” while leve 5 skills categorize the highest leve of
literacy measured. Asreported earlier in this proposd, the results of this survey indicate
goproximately 42 million adults in the US demondrate skills in the lowest levels of prose,
document, and quantitative literacy (Kirsch et d., 1993.) Table One reports the percentage of the
U.S. adult population demondtrating skillsin each proficiency leve for each of the three literacy
scaes.

TABLE 1

Literacy Levelsfor the Total US Adult Population
Percentage of Population in each level

. . . Level 1 | Level 2 Level 3 Level4 | Level 5
Dimensions of Literacy
21% 27% 32% 17% 3%
Prose Literacy
Document Literacy 23% 28% 31% 15% 3%
Quantitative Literacy 22% 25% 31% 17% 4%

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, NALS, 1992

The NALS project aso provides vauable ingghts regarding the relationships between an
individud’ s voting behavior, sources of information, economic standing, and occupation held. A
higher rate of voter participation is demondrated through the progresson of proficiency levels
acrossthethree scdes. That is, individuas classfied in higher levels of literacy proficiency are
more likely to have voted in the most recent election. However, results regarding where
individuas get information on current events (from persona sources such as family and friends,
printed media such as newspapers and magazines, or non-print media such asradio and
televison) are nearly identical across the proficiency levelsfor the prose, document, and

quantitative scales. Respondentsin each kill leve reported the heaviest reliance, between 93
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and 97 percent, on nort+print media. However, when respondents were asked how often they
received help from family members and friends in performing everyday literacy tasks, between
62 and 86 percent of adults at the lowest two reported receiving alot of assistance, compared to
only 10 percent at levels4 and 5.

Basad on totd income, the rate of occurrence of poverty is much higher in the lower
literacy levelsthan in the higher levels. Over 40 percent of adultswith level 1 skillsfal below
the poverty line compared to approximately 5 percent of adultsin levels4 and 5. Additionaly
those in lower literacy levels are more likely to use food stamps. Not surprisingly, those
individuals with limited literacy kills are lesslikdly to be employed on afull-time basis than
individuals who demonstrate more advanced skills. The difference in weekly earnings across
skill levelsis pronounced with median earnings et level 1 being gpproximately $230-240 per
week and median earnings at level 5 being $681; a difference of more than $441 per week.
When the occupations of individuds are andyzed, the study resultsindicate that adults in the
lower leves of proficiency are more likely to hold jobsin the craft, service, or [abor industries
than those with higher-level skills who are more likely to work in managerid and professond
postions.

The NALS study contributes to the field' s understanding of literacy in three ways. Fird,
rather than using the number of years of education to assess literacy levels, the researchers
attempt to measure literacy skillsdirectly. Second, by congtructing a continuum of literacy skill
levels, the myth of the dichotomy of literacy/illiteracy is debunked. Findly, by using the three
dimensions of prose, document, and quantitative literacy across various socia domains, the study
provides support for the multidimensond nature of literacy. A noted limitation of the studly,
however, is the results do not point to specific levels of prose, document, or quantitative skill
required to obtain, perform, or advance a particular occupation or ditinct tasks in society (Kirsch
etd., 1993). A second limitation of the NALS study involves the lack of attention to non
literacy based skills and behaviors, which may dso influence an individud’ s ability to function
in society.

Summary. Literacy levels cannot be accurately assessed through surrogate measures of
educationd achievement done.  Further, discrete categories of literate and illiterate consumers

areinaccurate. The NALS framework of prose, document, and quantitative literacy scaes not
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only considers the multidimensiona nature of literacy, but dso helps classify various

marketplace tasks based on the type of literacy skillsrequired. While this framework is helpful,
the NALS framework does not account for other skills and behaviors theat low literate consumers
employ as surrogate kills for the prose, document, and quantitative literacy skillsthey are
lacking that alows them to obtain goods and servicesin the marketplace.  Thus, amore
complete framework is needed to more fully understand how limited literacy skill impacts

consumers marketplace activities.

As discussed eaxrlier, theorigts, practitioners, and lay people view illiteracy as a sigma.
Accordingly, our attention will now turn to sigma theory. Specificdly, people develop adaptive
behaviors to cope with the stigma of low literacy. Exploring the adaptive behaviors of coping
with a gigma serves as a starting point to understand the surrogeate skills that low literate
consumers utilize in the marketplace. This discusson of sigmatheory isfollowed by an

examination of the current marketing research on low literate consumers.

Stigma Theory

The origin of stigma can be traced back to the times of ancient Greece when it was used
to draw attention to something unusua or bad about the mora status of a person (Goffman
1963). Today, the term is used to refer to any thing that separates those people who deviate from
the group or societal norm in gppearance or behavior (Jones et d., 1984). Stigmasinclude such
persond characterigics as. membership in aparticular race, aphysica or mental disability,
marital status, sexud orientation, obesity, amedica condition such as cancer or HIV/AIDS,
acoholism or drug addiction, and low socio-economic atus. It isimportant to note that mere
possession of a particular characterigtic is a necessary but not a sufficient condition for being the
object of sigma. Rather, as Goffman writes:

...Jpossessing an attribute that makes him different from othersin the
category of persons available for him to be, and of alessdesrable kind —
in the extreme, a person who is quite thoroughly bad, dangerous or wesk.
Heisthusreduced in our minds from a whole and usual personto a
tainted, discounted one. Such an dtribute is a stigma, especidly when its
discrediting effect is extensive (Goffman 1963, p. 3, emphasis added).

Thus, for acharacteridtic to be a igma it must have negative socia meaning: it must be
discrediting. Society, in generd, views the stigmatized as discredited, devaued, and flawed
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individuals and treats them as such through inequitable trestment and degrading labels (Jones et
d., 1984). Asmentioned earlier, our society places an enormous weight on the importance of
educational achievement and literate traditions, and society subsequently viewsilliteracy asa
stigma (Adkins and Ozanne 1997; Beder 1991; Eberle and Robinson 1980).

Interest in the affects of stigma on individuas continues to generate considerable research
and scholarly articles™. A literature search yielded more than 400 citations for psychologica and
sociologicd articlesin thistheoretica domain published between 1995 and 1998 on awide-
range of sigmas. Some recent articles focus on the impact of stigmas associated with physica
disabilities (cf. Cahill and Eggleston 1995; Rybarczyk et d., 1995; Specht, King, and Francis
1998), menta illness and deficiencies (cf. Egnew 1995; Kdly and Kropf 1995; Skinner, Berry,
Griffith and Byers 1995; Witztum, Margolin, Bar-On, and Levy 1995), HIVV/AIDs (cf. Borchert
and Rickabaugh 1995; Green 1995; Leiker, Taub, and Gast 1995), and infertility (cf. Lampman
and Dowling-Guyer 1995; Whiteford and Gonzalez 1995). Societal norms regarding persona
and/or behaviord traits perpetuate the beliefs that these characterigtics are deval ued.

Compared to the non-gigmatized, sigmatized individuas may be criticaly
disadvantaged in terms of economic, social, and/or psychologica outcomes (Crocker and Mgor
1989; Crocker, Major, and Steele 1998; Goffman 1963; Jones et a., 1984; Katz 1981). Not
surprising, the stigma of low literacy hasimplications in each of these domains as briefly
discussed in earlier sections. For the research at hand, the impact of socia and psychological
disadvantages is particularly rdlevant because it directly influences an individud’ s devel opment
of hisher sdlf-concept and self-esteem. Over the years, marketing researchers have explored
how consumers' sdf-concepts have impacted their consumption choices and subsequent
marketplace behaviors (e.g., Cels, Rose, and Leigh 1993; Sirgy 1982; Tepper 1994; Thompson
and Haytko 1997). Adkins and Ozanne (1997) report preliminary evidence that the low literate
consumer’ s self-concept atered thair interactions in the marketplace. When low literate
consumers percelved exposure of ther limited literacy skillsin theretail outlet asan
unsurpassable threet to their self-esteem, they would choose aternative, less-threatening retall
outlets.

! Readers are referred to Crocker, Major, and Steele (1998), Crocker and Major (1989), and Jones et al. (1984) for
excellent reviews of research in the area of socia stigma.
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Self-Pr otective Coping M echanisms

Inthe socid stigma literature, researchers consistently report that stigmatized people
engage in sdf-protective, or coping, mechanisms and strategies to combat the socia assaults on
their sdf-esteem and threats to their self-concept that arise when they interact with
nonstigmatized individuals (Crocker and Maor 1989; Crocker, Mgor, and Steele 1998; Jones et
a. 1984; Katz 1981). Theseinteractions are referred to as socia predicaments for the
stigmatized (Crocker, Mgor, and Steele 1998). Theimpact of these predicaments on an
individud’ s sef-esteem and overal salf-concept is dependent upon specific features of the socia
stuation (Crocker, Mgor, and Stedle 1998). Researchersin socid psychology acknowledge
both the existence of avariety of sdf- protective mechanisms and the smilarities between the
coping strategies of sigmatized individuas and nongtigmatized individuas in response to threats
on ones sdf-esteem (Crocker, Mgor, and Steele 1998). Some commonly delineated categories
of srategies, such as making socia comparisons between in-group and out-group members, are
well supported for individuas with stigmas such as race and physica disabilities. However,
these same categories find little support in previous data on low literate adults (Adkins and
Ozanne 1997; Beder 1991; Darden 1993; Eberle and Robinson 1980; Fingeret 1983). Two other
broad categories of self-protective mechanisms, psychological disengagment/disdentification
and passing/covering behaviors, do find some support in the existing data and literature on low

literate consumers.

In response to chronic thrests to their self-esteem in aparticular domain, individuas do
not incorporate the outcomes in that domain into their self-concept. That is, the stigmatized
psychologicaly disengage or disdentify their globd fedings of sdf-worth from the results of
specific socia predicaments (Crocker, Mgor, and Stedle 1998). This strategy can be dlicited by
recaling previous poor performance or falure, actud failure, or anticipating poor future
performance within the domain (Crocker, Mgor, and Stedle 1998). For example, when negative
outcomes in agiven Stuation are anticipated, sigmatized individuas may temporarily
psychologicaly disengage by downplaying the persona importance of the domain. Over time,
this process of disengagement can lead to psychological disdentification. Crocker, Mgor, and
Stede (1998) note that in domains where the stigmatizing condition leads to little chance of
success or high achievement, psychologica disdentification islikely to evolve. Thelow literate
adult may activate this srategy by devauing basic literacy skills and placing more vaue on other
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skills such as working hard at their job (Eberle and Robinson 1980) and finding ways to get what
their families needed in the marketplace (Adkins and Ozanne 1997). This strategy may help
explain why so few adults with insufficient literacy skills seek assstance to improve their kills.
Severd sudies on low literate adults report that these consumers do not attend literacy programs
because they do not perceive aneed to do so (Beder 1990; Fingeret 1983; Kirsch et d. 1993). In
other words, low literate adults do not perceive aneed to improve ther literacy skills because

they do not view literate domains to be of persond relevance. However, this strategy may also

be utilized by those individuds who are seeking literacy training. For ingance, individuals who

are engaged in improving their skills, often experience difficulties and setbacks in the learning
process. This coping dtrategy alowsthe low literate to maintain their pogtive notions of self

when faced with negative outcomes.

A second category of protective mechanisms finding support in the literature onlow
literate adults involves what Goffman (1963) refersto as passing and covering behaviors.
Passing behaviors are those behaviors that involve ddiberate concedlment of the signs or mark of
the sigma. Goffman (1963) refers to passing as the “ management of undisclosed discrediting
information about the sdf” (p. 42). Stigmatized individuas engage in passing behaviors when
their condition, in this case, low literacy sKills, is not immediately apparent to those with whom
socid contact and interactions are made. They encounter persond dilemmas, such as“to tell or
not to tell, to let on or not to let on; to lieor not to lie” (Goffman 1963, p. 42) in virtualy every
encounter with unknown others. As previoudy stated, how low literate consumers cope in socid
predicament Stuationsis dependent upon the particular features of the Stuation. As an example
of this behavior, consider the low literate adult remembering words once they have been “read’
to him/her and thus being able to act asif they themsdvescanread. They may actively monitor
their gpeech and behaviorsin an effort to keep their limited literacy skills a secret (Crocker,
Magjor, and Steele 1998).

Since passing involves an effort to conced the stigma, the behavior causes some
problems and consequences. One of the most prevaent consequencesis the fear of being found
out in face-to-face interactions. The Stuationd feature of the low literate interacting one-on-one
with aliterate person may potentially have a great impact within the marketing environment as

the frequency of service encountersincreases. Adkins and Ozanne (1997), Beder (1991),
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Fingeret (1983), and Stein (1995) ddineate some of the ways low literate adults utilize passing

behaviorsin avariety of contexts.

While generdly not separated out in the literate, another type of strategy involves
utilizing covering behaviors. These behaviors may be identica to passng behaviors, however,
they have adidinctive god. Rather than trying to conced the sigmaat dl costs, covering
behaviorsinvolve the use of subtle staging strategies to minimize the sigmaand keep it from
looming large in the socid setting (Goffman 1963). If others are unaware of the individuas
literacy leve, the low literate adult may not actively try to conced thisfact. Much to the chagrin
of the stigmatized individua, covering strategies can backfire and bring increased attention to the
gigmatizing trait. Goffman (1963) observed,

the lore of every stigmatized grouping seems to have its own battery of
cautionary tales of embarrassng exposure, and that most members seem to
be able to provide examples from their own experiences (p. 85).

Findings and accounts from severd studies suggest thisis certainly the rule rather than the
exception for the low literate adult (Adkins and Ozanne 1997, 1998; Darden 1993; Eberle and
Robinson 1980; Freeman and Kassebaum 1956; Stein 1995).

A limitation of using these two broad classfications of sdf-protective mechaniams,
psychologica disengagement/disidentification and passing/covering, to organize the marketplace
behaviors of low literate adults lies in the fact that many of the behaviors can be congtrued as
belonging to both categories. It gppears that the differentiating characteristic for categorization
involves the underlying mativation of the individua engaging in the behavior. Thisunderlying
motivetion is extremely difficult to assess accurately. As aresult, the need for amore fadtidious

conceptuaization of the various mechanisms utilized by low literate adults exigts.

Summary. Research has shown that sigmatized individuds engage in behaviors that
serve to deflect a battery of atacks on their fedings of sdf-worth. Some low literate individuas
activey separate thair fedings of self-worth from the results of performing tasks in literacy-
dominated domains. Otherstry to camouflage ther limited literacy skills by acting asif they can
read or deflecting attention to other skillsthey do possess. While these categories provide some
direction towards identifying and classifying the various behaviors, their broad application is
somewheat limited and problematic.



Characteridtics, or dimensions, of the socid stigma also moderate the effects on
individuas socid interactions and on their choice to use some type of protective strategy
(Crocker, Mgor, and Stede 1998). Dimensions of the stigma of illiteracy particularly influentia
in the choosing to engage in a sdf-protective strategy are discussed next.

Moderators of Use of Protective Strategies

Researchers (cf. Crocker and Mgjor 1989; Crocker, Mgor, and Steele 1998; Goffman
1963; Jones et a. 1984) identify severd categories of stigma characteristics, which moderate the
choice to engage in sdf-protective mechanisms. Three of these characterigtics (i.e., time since
acquisition, responghility, and the degree of vishility or concedability) suggest thet illiteracy is
a stigma in which low literate consumers are likely to engage in protective mechanismsin the

marketplace.

Time gnce acquistion Research has shown very different effects of igmatizing

conditions that have existed since birth compared to those acquired (for whatever reason) later in
life (cf. Jones et d. 1984 for discussion). In generd, the argument is that the smdler thetime
period one has possessed the stigma, the less sophidticated the individud is at effectively

utilizing the salf- protective strategies (Crocker and Mgjor 1989). Learning to read is an activity
in which most people engage during the first grade at around age sSix. Some educators believe
that students who do not master reading and writing tasks by the third grade (gpproximately 8-9
years of age) have little chance of mastering those skills (Bryant 1999).

Some adults, who struggled with literacy skillswhile in school, were dso labeled as
having alearning disability (Adkins and Ozanne 1997; Eberle and Robinson 1980). Learning
disabilities are often not diagnosed until later in a student’ s academic career and thus the students
who arelabded “LD” and placed in pecid classes compare themsalves to the non-LD students
of the classroom to which they have formally belonged. They many continue to suffer assaults
on their sef-esteem because they compare themsdalves to “mainstream” studentslong after they
leave the hdls of the schoal building. Asaresult, many adults with low literacy skills have often
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experienced difficulty from an early age and have had many years to refine the sratagems that

dlow them to experience life in aliterate world?.

Responsibility for Low Literacy. When individuas make internd attributions for the
cause of their igma or believe that they can diminate the igma, this is an acceptance of
respong bility and/or controllability for the stigma. Not only does this greetly impact the
negative fedings of sdf-worth of stigmatized individudls, it aso generdly leads to increased use
of protective strategies. Crocker, Mgor, and Stedle (1998) note that “the extent to which

gigmatized individuds fed responsble for their stigma’ (p. 541) serves as one of the most
important sources of variahility that the stigmatized bring into their socid interactions. Extant
research shows a stigma perceived to be controllable dlicits rgjection, harsh trestment, and hatred
from others (Crocker, Mgor, and Stedle 1998). Unlike physical handicaps, which are generaly
believed to exist beyond the control of the individud, low literacy is assumed to be the

individua’ s fault (Eberle and Robinson 1980). Regardless of the underlying causes of ther
limited abilities, it is assumed that skill deficits could have been avoided if only the individud

paid more attention in school or worked harder. Because society assumes literacy of its citizens,
those people who have not achieved literacy are considered failures and are held responsible for
their own plight in life. Additiondly, some members of society believe that low literates

inability to read and write a basic levels puts a burden on society and the government (i.e,
increased demand and pressure for funding of social programs such as AFDC and WIC). Adults
are more likely to use some type of protective strategy when they have had the stigmafor along
time and they fed responsible for it.

The Degree of Vishility and Concedability. Thethird dimension of digmainfluentid in
the choosing to draw upon a sdlf-protective mechanism in a given Stuation is whether or not the
gigmaisvigbleto others. In his 1963 book, Goffman argues that the degree of vishility is
crucid in determining how the stigmatized individua manages socid interactions. A closdly
related concept to vishility isthat of concedability. Stigmaswith marks, or outward signs,
undetectable to the naked eye are said to be concedable. Jones and his colleagues (1984) point
out that amost any stigmatizing condition can be made more or less obvious, visble, or

discernible. The question, thus, becomes one concerned with to what degree the stigmatized

2 Adults experiencing literacy difficulties asaresult of English being their second language may not have this
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individua can conced the mark of the sigmafrom others. Individuals who are unable to
conced the mark of the stigma are met with many more incidents of negetive feedback than
those who are able to concedl it. It is generdly agreed that stigmatizing conditions that are more
concedlable dlow the stigmatized to passasa“normd” individud. Anillusration of this
perspective can be seen by comparing the quadriplegic individuad and the HIVV/AIDs positive
individud. With few exceptions, totd strangers interacting with the two individuals would
recognize the stigmatizing condition of the former and be obliviousto that of the latter®.
Additiondly, the physicaly handicagpped individua may recelve immediate negative feedback
while the HIV/AIDs postive individua has some protection from such feedback. Rddivey
gpeaking, the mark of the sigma of low literacy fdls on the higher end of the concedldbility
dimension (i.e., much more concedable than, for example, aphysica deformity and not as
hidden as certain medica conditions, such as aprevious mentd illness). Thet is, by merdy
looking at aperson it is difficult to assesstherr literacy kill leve athough functiond
interactions may bring the stigma to the forefront (Gardner 1991).

Asde from the inherent degree of a sigma s concedlability, the mere act of trying to
conced the gigma, and thus avoid the negative socid interactions, comes with consequences for
the stigmatized. As Jones and his colleagues (1984) point out, the mere act of misrepresenting
one' s sdf to others can lead to increased “fear of discovery and anticipation of catastrophic
socid consequences that might ensue’ (p. 30). The same point is made by Goffman’s (1963)
conviction that once stigmatized individuas have successfully concedled their condition they
suffer “from ‘in-deeper-ism,’ that is, pressure to elaborate a lie further and further to prevent”
others from learning their secret (p. 83). Thus, the stigmatized are affected even in Stuaions
where other people are completely unaware of their condition. Thisfear of being found out is
widdy supported in the reported stories of low literate adults (Adkins and Ozanne 1997; Eberle
and Robinson 1980; Stein 1995).

Summary. llliteracy is a documented sigmain which the stigmatized engage in sdlf-
protective strategies. The low literate adults' use of protective mechanisms gppears to be

experience.

3 As Goffman (1963) points out, some people have specialized knowledge and training which allow them to identify
the mark or stigmabased on the symptoms presented. For example, an immunologist may recognize symptoms of
the HIV/AIDs virus that the general public does not notice.
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influenced by three moderators of the sigma:  the time since acquisition, the respongility, and
the concedlability. Notwithstanding, little conceptua work exists on the sdf-protective in the

marketplace.

A review of current literature on low literate consumers gppears in the ensuing section.
This review identifies marketplace behaviors, which can initidly be conceptudized from the
perspective of sigma theory as sdf-protective mechanisms. Not only do these sdf-protective
mechanisms work to protect the low literate consumer from repeated assaults on their sdif-
esteem, they aso serve as surrogate literacy skills which alow the low literate consumer to get
their needs met in the marketplace.

Marketing research on low literate consumers

The marketplace experiences of various disadvantaged populations are the subject of
severd scholarly endeavors within the marketing discipline (cf., Alwitt 1996; Andreasen 1975;
Baker, Stephens, and Hill 2001; Cornwell and Gabel 1996; Gentry et d., 1995; Goodwin and
Baker 1996; Hill 1991, Lee, Ozanne, and Hill 1999). Although consumerswith low literacy
skills are disadvantaged (Crocker and Magjor 1989; Crocker, Mgjor, and Steele 1998; Fingeret
1983; Goffman 1963; Jones et d., 1984; Katz 1981), sparse research focused on the marketplace
experiences of these consumers exists. Recent research in the area of low literate consumers,
however, garners new attention to this vulnerable population group (e.g., Adkins and Ozanne
1997,1998; Haatin and Taylor 1994; Viswanathan, Harris and Ritson 1998).

One of the earliest studies attempted to determine the presence and seriousness of
consumer illiteracy within the veterinary servicesindustry (Haatin and Taylor 1994). The
research focuses on service providers perceptions of potentia consequences of problems
encountered by their potentially low literate consumers. Owners and/or managers of one-
hundred elghteen veterinary practices completed a three-stage questionnaire where they indicated
a) their awareness of any veterinary practices where possible, suspected, or actud reading,
writing, and/or mathematica computationd deficiencies of dients resulted in harm, injury, or
degth of animdss; b) the level of seriousness of each deficiency for their own clients; and c)
written statements about actual cases where literacy problems were encountered and their
method of handling the Stuation.
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The findings support the basic premise that limited literacy skills by anima owners
contribute to practices that could result in harm to the animals. Nearly 76% of the participating
service providers describe problems resulting from limited reading abilities as serious. Haatin
and Taylor (1994) proceed to offer prescriptions to manage service encounters with low literate
consumers. For example, one method includes noting any suspected literacy deficiency
identified by such indicators as dients saying they forgot their glasses. The main contributions
of thisstudy liein the fact that they are the first researchersto highlight this important problem
in the marketplace and they offer aworking definition of consumer illiteracy. Consumer
illiteracy as conceptudized by Haatin and Taylor (1994) is the condition wherein consumers,
clients, or buyers “lack the reading, writing, or number skills and abilities needed to purchase
and use products and services’ (p. 256). Thus, according to Haatin and Taylor (1994) the
condructs of treditiond illiteracy and consumer illiteracy are amost identica except that the
latter concept is congtrained to those reading, writing, and numerical skillsthat are needed in the

marketplace.

The study, however, has limitations. I1n addition to being limited to one type of service
encounter (i.e., veterinary services), the Haatin and Taylor (1994) study relied on the
perceptions of service providers of problems caused by illiteracy rather than directly examining
the behavior of the consumers with limited literacy skills. Since low literate adults routingly hide
their literacy problems, Halatin and Taylor’s gpproach may have serioudy underestimated the
prevaence of clientswith limited literacy skills. Further, while it may gppear intuitive that
consumer illiteracy is merely a narrower ingtance of traditiond illiteracy, recent empirical
evidence suggests that low literate consumers may navigate the marketplace by relying on other
skills. Stigma theory suggests thet illiteracy is a stigmain which people rely on protective
mechanisms and they use these mechanisms in order to maneuver within the marketplace
environment. Hence, the Haatin and Taylor (1994) definition of consumer illiteracy may be too

Narrow.

Two more recent studies approach the topic by looking at the behaviors of low literate
consumers across arange of marketplace encounters (Adkins and Ozanne 1997; Viswanathan,
Harris, and Ritson 1998). Adkins and Ozanne (1997) propose aframework for understanding
marketplace behaviors of low literate adults based on data collected through eight months of
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engaged- observational methods at aloca adult education facility and depth-interviews with eight

low literate adults.

The findings of this exploratory study support the notion that low literate adults perceive
their inadequate basic literacy skillsasasigma. Specificdly, the informants utilized eaborate
protective strategies in the marketplace to hide or mask their low skills. For example, low
literate consumers sought out non-traditional markets, like flea markets and yard sales, where
little written materia exigs. At other times, they used afriend or family member as a shopping
helper. Learning to recognize brandmarks and memorizing the locations of food groupsin a
grocery store were common strategies discussed. These consumers a so described reliance upon

other abilitiesin order to acquire various items from multiple outlets in the marketplace.

Adkins and Ozanne (1997) are limited, however, in ng the prevaence and
relevance of marketplace behaviors identified by the very nature and scope of their sudy. The
sample dso exhibited a high degree of homogeneity (i.e., seven of eight informants were
Caucasan; 9x of eght were femde; dl were lifdong resdents of the rurd community where the
research was conducted), again, limiting the generdizability of the findings beyond the eight
informants. A more serious limitation of Adkins and Ozanne (1997) involves an issue of
communication difficulties. Even though eight months of engaged observation by thefirst
author as aliteracy volunteer preceded the interviewing portion of the study and anonymity was
assured, it was difficult to get the informants to talk about their literacy skills and marketplace
behaviors. They routindy downplayed their own difficulties in the marketplace. However,
informants were willing to share, often poignant, stories of sgnificant problems encountered by
their family, friends, and acquaintances. Stigma theory suggests that the perceived threats to
persond fedings of saf-worth are minimized when attention can be redirected towards the
problems encountered by other individuads. Thus, the depth interviewing method has some
limitations for exploring the impact of illiteracy when informants may have spent yearstrying to
minimize this gigmain socid Stuaions.

Like Adkins and Ozanne (1997), the research by Viswanathan and his colleagues (1998)
draws upon the observed experiences of the low literate consumer. The authors, who aso spent
time volunteering and interviewing low literate consumers at an adult education center, attempt
to quantify the marketplace difficulties by conducting afidd experiment. Subjects were given a
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shopping assgnment and quiz to complete individudly in agrocery sore. For example, they
were asked to |locate specific brands in the store and calculate the total cost of the items on their
shopping lig.

Viswanathan, Harris and Ritson (1998) report a high degree of brand awareness,
recognition and preference shown by the wearing and/or display of the brandmark by members
of their sample group. They aso identified some reading, writing, and arithmetic deficiencies
that impacted the consumers: marketplace encounters and prevented the subjects from being able
to complete the assigned tasks. However, the authors of this sudy suggest that the fidld Sudy in
some ways failed because low literate subjects banded together to complete what were suppose
to beindividualy assgned tasks. Ironicaly, this*problem” highlights an important aspect of
consumer literacy — low literate consumers use other strategies (e.g., often shopping with others
as suggested by literacy research or trying to passasa“norma” shopper as suggested by sigma
theory) to function in the marketplace. Thus, research methods that structure the marketplace
encounter may actudly dter the phenomenon under study. In other words, testing consumers
and asking them to shop done may destroy the inventive and communa Strategies that seem to
typify the purchase behavior of low literate shoppers.

Summary. Despite the limited research in our field, our understanding of the
phenomenon of low literate consumers behaviors hasincreased in recent years. Recent research
in marketing highlights a variety of behaviorsthat low literate consumers exhibit in the
marketplace. Many times these behaviors dlow these consumers to negotiate the market terrain
with little difficulty; dthough there are ingtances where problems are gtill encountered. To some
extent, these behaviors may have initidly developed as aresult of the consumers desiresto keep
ther low literacy skills a secret whenever possble. That is, illiteracy in the marketplaceisa
gigmaand low literate consumers go to greet lengths to prevent others from learning of their
literacy deficiencies. As previoudy discussed, sigmatheory may provide ingght into a greater
understanding of the consumer behavior of low literate consumers. Many of the marketplace
behaviors, which gppear to be widdy used by low literate adults, apparently serve as surrogate
literacy sKills that enable these consumers to navigate the marketplace and obtain the goods and
sarvicesthey desire. Hence, the conceptudization of consumer literacy offered by Haatin and
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Taylor (1994) needs to be expanded to include the prose, document, and quantitative literacy
skillsfrom the NALS framework and aso aset of surrogate literacy skills.

Dissertation Resear ch Focus

A systematic framework, which identifies and explains the coping strategies that are
utilized by low literate consumers as well as the features of the marketplace environment that
fecilitate or hinder the low literate consumers success in employing the Strategies needs be
developed. Tothat end, alist of coping strategies identified through the previously critiqued
research was findized after consulting literacy educators and incorporated into the interview
protocol for the dissertation. The protocol, which is discussed in-depth in Chapter Three, can be
found in Appendix D. This dissertation seeks to vaidate and expand the list of coping behaviors
that facilitate the efficient negotiation of the marketplace by low literate consumers and congtruct

aframework to understand these behaviors in more detail.

Concluson

Stigma theory provides a useful, yet limited framework to view the marketplace
experiences of low literate consumers. The low literates choice of whether or not to usea
drategy or behavior to negotiate socid interactions and smultaneoudy protect their salf-esteem
isinfluenced by the characteristics of the low literacy sigma. The actud Strategies low literate
adults utilize in an attempt to cope with the socia predicaments in the marketplace thet their
sigma creates are a primary concern of this research. Further, while researchers acknowledge
that features of the socid Situation influence the use of and choice among drategies, thisareais
underdeveloped particularly in the contexts of the marketplace. We till do not know how
specific marketing mix variables impede and/or facilitate the use of various Srategies. The
research at hand seeks to explore thisareain greater detail. As discussed in this chapter,
consumers cal upon nont-literacy skills and experiences to manage their marketplace encounters
in addition to the basic prose, document, and quantitative skills that congtitute basic literacy.
Developing a degper awareness of these skills and their associated meaningsin the life-world of
the low literate consumer is an important step towards developing a useful framework to explore

the relationship between basic literacy and consumer literacy.
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Anayss of secondary data supplemented by the literature review presented in the current
chapter formed the basis for the interview guide use in thisresearch. Detailed descriptions of the
methodological choices made appear in the subsequent chapter.
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