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A PRELIMINARY STUDY OF

CONSUMER REACTION TO A HIGH-QUALITY

BAKING POTATO PACKAGE

Packaging and processing innovations have played a major role in potato

marketing over the last two decades. The growing number of frozen and pro-

cessed potato products appearing in the supermarket attest to this fact.

At least partially because of the innovations, potato consumption has in-

creased from a low of 102 pounds per person in 1952 to a present level of

119 pounds. However, the marketing of fresh potatoes has undergone relatively

little change over this period. The consumption of fresh potatoes continues

to decline in the domestic market.

This may not be of too much concern to those growers and packers in

areas where both processing and fresh market shipping prevail; but to those

areas producing only for fresh market sales, the low per capita use of fresh

potatoes is of major concern. Although much has been done to increase yields,

reduce costs, improve quality to maintain a fair share of the market, very

little has been done in the way of packaging these high-quality potatoes to

preserve the eye appeal and to satisfy the consumer.

Currently, baking potatoes are about the only type of potato product

that cannot be improved through processing. Thus, this study was an attempt

to determine quality preservation, convenience in handling and display, and

consumer reaction to a specialized pack with higher prices.

The new package tested offers the potential of commanding a price pre-

mium with a minimum of packing system alteration from the industry. In addi-

tion, the protection from damage during shipment and during consumer handling



may provide a significant reduction in product waste. Therefore, early in

1973 a preliminary market test was conducted to determine whether this new

package would be attractive to consumers. The results, together with sugges-

tions for further research, are reported below.

DESCRIPTION OF THE STUDY

The objectives of this study were to:

(1) identify and develop a package for high-quality

baking potatoes which provides damage protection

and appears attractive to the retail customer;

(2) evaluate initial retail purchase response to

this package at selected supermarkets in the

Portland area.

A transparent, colorless polyethylene sleeve ( . .0015 mil.) measuring 221/2"

by 51/2", when pressed flat, was developed for this test by the Friedman Bag

Company of Los Angeles. Approximately 24 holes of 4" diameter were punched

along the edges of each bag to provide air circulation. Each sleeve holds

eight 100-count potatoes of approximately eight ounces each. Potatoes are

placed in the sleeve with the long axis of each perpendicular to the long

axis of the sleeve, as illustrated in the cover photograph. An 18" by 24"

by 5" die-cut, corrugated, fiberboard tray was used as a master to package

the individual sleeves. The ends, when folded into the assembled position,

have a tab which is used to interlock the trays when stacked. This device

prevents the trays from slipping out of position during shipping. The trays

may be placed directly on the produce rack for display. This display tech-



nique would provide in-store protection from bruising and light burn (greening).

Each tray holds two layers of three sleeves each for a total weight of approxi-

mately twenty-four pounds.

The Deschutes Valley Potato Comapny agreed to provide Russet Burbank

potatoes for this test. Potatoes for selection were stored in 50-pound,

mechanically-packed, fiberboard boxes. Each individual potato in the sample

was inspected for size, shape, color, and complete absence of cuts, bruises,

air checks, and other external blemishes. The selected potatoes were packed

in the sleeves by hand. A total of 27 fifty-pound boxes were used in filling

20 tray packs of eight sleeves each for a net high-quality potato yield of

approximately 35 percent.

The high-quality potato packs were delivered to the Beaverton and

Raleigh Hills Safeway stores in Portland, Oregon. Produce managers in each

of these stores agreed to provide display space and set up manpower for this

test. No specific instructions as to the use of the tray packs were given

to the stockmen. The trays can be utilized directly in display construction,

but in both stores the stockers removed the sleeves from the trays for shelf

placement. Instructions printed directly on the trays would be helpful in

encouraging their use as a display aid.

The Oregon State Department of Agriculture granted permission to market

the potatoes with the signs appearing in Figure 1 as the only marking.



FIGURE 1. Point of Purchase Display (71/2" x 91/2" each)
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The sleeves were placed on the produce shelf beside the regular bulk potato

display in the Beaverton store, and placed across the aisle from the

regular bulk display in the Raleigh Hills store. The bulk display potatoes

were priced at 68ct for a ten-pound bag, and two pounds for 29, selected

from open fifty-pound boxes.

The sleeve packed potatoes were left on display over a four-day period

from Friday, March 2, to Monday, March 4, 1973. Total purchases were recorded

and in-store interviews were conducted with randomly selected produce shoppers

as subjects.

The test was suspended at the end of four days because of the appearance

of visable external grade defects sufficient to belie the high-quality image.

These appeared to be bruises caused by the mechanical packing machinery.

Bruises of this nature do not become visable until the potatoes have been

warmed to room temperature and held from 48 to 72 hours. Such bruises could

be causalby subjecting the potatoes to the packing line before warming them

to at least 45°F. Upon returning to the packing facility, it was not diffi-

cult to find packing line potatoes with an internal temperature of 43°F. A

more comprehensive in-store test of longer duration is planned if industry

response to this preliminary effort is favorable.



Customer Purchases and Interview Responses 

Table 1 presents the observed potato purchases over the four-day test

period. A total of 110 shoppers were interviewed before the test was sus-

pended.

TABLE 1. Four Day Potato Purchases

Store

Beaverton	 Raleigh Hills

Number of sleeves on display 	 60 60

Number of sleeves sold 	 46 35

Percentage sold 	 76.7% 58.3%

Total shoppers in store 	 6300 9500

Ten-pound bags sold 	 95 75

Fifty-pound bags sold 	 16 20

Twenty-pound bags sold 	 40

It is obvious from this table that there are customers who are willing to

pay a price premium for potatoes perceived to be of high quality. The

rapid decline in potato quality forced suspension of this test before the

impact on sales of potatoes of other types could be determined. Obviously

some decline in other sales would be expected.

Table 2 illustrates the percentage of preplanned potato purchases.



TABLE 2. Preplanned Potato Purchases

Sleeve Packed

Purchasers Non-Purchasers

Number interviewed 	 32 78

Percentage with shopping lists 	 53% 45%

Number with lists 	 17 35

Percentage with potatoes on list 	 71% 77%

Percentage without shopping lists 	 47% 55%

Number without lists 	 15 43

Number stating they had intended to
purchase potatoes 	 11 16

Percentage stating they had intended
to purchase potatoes 	 73% 37%

There is no significant– difference among sleeve pack purchasers versus

non-purchasers in their propensity to carry lists or in the liklihood that

potatoes would be included on their lists. However, there is a significant

difference in the behavior of shoppers without lists. Those without shopping

lists, who purchased sleeve packs in this sample, stated a significantly

higher preplanned intention to purchase potatoes than did non-purchasers.

On the basis of the data in Table 2,

reached that the sleeve pack potatoes are

would mean that advertising which reaches

chase planning period should be effective

the preliminary conclusion may be

not an impulse purchase item. This

the shopper during the weekly pur-

in stimulating sleeve pack purchases.

1/ Chi-Square homogeneity tests are used to determine significance throughout
this report.



Table 3 illustrates the stated consumer response as to their subjective

evaluation of quality.

TABLE 3. Quality Evaluation by Interviewees

Sleeve Pack

Evaluation
	

Purchasers	 Non-Purchasers

Compared to the quality of potatoes
I usually buy, these are:

Superior 	 12 36

Better-good 	 11 21

Same 	 1 11

Poor 	 0 0

The packaging technique was successful in creating a high-quality image in

that a significantly high proportion of shoppers ranked the sleeve-pack

potatoes higher in quality than their usual purchases of potatoes. The

purchasers and non-purchasers did not show a significant difference in this

judgment. That is, even those who did not buy the sleeves perceived them

to be of high quality. This was, of necessity, a purely subjective judgment

since the test did not run over a long enough period of time to pick up re-

peat shoppers.

Of those purchasing the sleeve pack, 91 percent stated that they would

serve the potatoes baked, 88 percent statedthat they would be served to the

family (12 percent to guests), and 66 percent stated that they would be served

at a regular family meal (34 percent at a special occasion). It would appear



that the sleeve pack was intended for a use very similar to normal potato

purchases. Sales were not dependent upon guest dinners or special family

occasions.

Of the reasons given for not purchasing the sleeve pack, 51 percent

stated that the pack was too expensive, 6 percent stated that there were

too many in the pack, 4 percent stated that there were too few in the pack,

and 1 percent stated that they would purchase them for guests only.

CONCLUSIONS

This was a preliminary test to determine whether consumers would accept

a high-quality baking potato package. It is apparent that there are consumers

willing to pay a price premium for such a package. In this test the premium

paid for the sleeve packed potatoes was 12.4 cents a pound over the regular

packed 10 pound bag and 4.7 cents a pound over the conventional bulk dis-

played potatoes.

If these results attract industry interest, a more comprehensive test

will be conducted during 1974. Additional testing would compare sleeve packs

of 4, 6, and 8 potatoes; compare purchase response patterns at differing

price levels; and compare the sales of conventionally display potatoes before

and after the introduction of the sleeve pack. In the meantime, some retailers

or potato re-packers may want to try the sleeve and tray packed potatoes as

a merchandising technique.
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