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Personal Stress and Consumer Decisions

The holiday season is an exciting time to share time with family and friends. Yet, having and buying it all can be very stressful, especially during a difficult economy. This guide explains some different types of stress and gives some tips on how you can control one type of stress - that caused by our desire to "keep up with the Joneses." 

Stress 

Stress is an inevitable part of life. As individuals and as families, we act to reduce levels of stress. Some people actually need some amount of stress before they can be productive. For example, one person will attempt to complete a task as soon as it is known, and another will not be "stressed into action" until the deadline arrives. The first person is considered by most to be a better manager, but as long as the work gets done and everyone is satisfied, both are productive individuals. 

The point is that the same task or circumstances may be stressful to one person and not to another, and no prescription for stress reduction will work for all people. However, we can categorize stress, and this will help us deal with it in a more positive way. 

Stress can be external or internal. In other words, it can come from the world around us, or it can be self-imposed. Often we can eliminate external stress by removing ourselves from whatever is causing the stress. For example, a landlord who constantly refuses to make repairs or who is always nagging about your use of the property may be dealt with simply by moving. By moving, you remove the stressor. 

Removing external stressors is not always as simple as moving to a new location, however. Poor market prices for agricultural commodities cause external stress for farmers. This stress can be removed only by a political solution or by "learning to live with it." 

Internal stress is not something we can get away from. We can try to forget it or repress our feelings, but it takes creative, constructive action to eliminate it. 

Internal stressors may be categorized along two dimensions. The first dimension is the duration of the stress - either short-term or long-term. The second dimension is whether the stressor is changeable or non-changeable. 

Having to get the children ready in time to catch the school bus is a short-term stress of limited duration. It is over after the children are at school, whether or not they caught the bus. The responsibility of caring for a spouse, recently paralyzed and bed-ridden for life, involves long-term stress. 

Both of these examples of short- and long-term stressors also fall into the category of changeable. Getting up earlier would change the first situation, and placing the spouse in an institution would change the second. 

Stress resulting from a natural disaster, such as a tornado or flood, is non-changeable as the stressor cannot be removed by any means. We can, however, reduce or eliminate the effect of the stressor on our lives by the way we respond to it. 

Stress and the Consumer 

In our culture people are seldom satisfied with what they have. We always want more. Trying to stretch our budgets to meet our material needs and desires is a long-term stressor, one that is imposed both internally and externally. 

Fortunately, this stressor can be confronted and eliminated if the family has a positive attitude. One way is to be realistic about our goals. Instead of buying a sports car, realize that an economical automobile will still get you where you want to go without causing you the stress of high maintenance bills and expensive monthly payments. 

Learning to change our buying habits will not only leave us with more money, it will also help us develop ways of constructively dealing with other stressors in our lives. 

Everyone experiences some stress from being a consumer in our world of "new and improved" products and services. Few of us are able to afford everything we want, so we must learn to evaluate the advertisements we are exposed to everyday. As consumers our responsibility is to control the marketplace rather than letting the marketplace control us. 

When we purchase goods and services, our decisions are similar to voting, and the companies that get the most votes (dollars) win the "elections." Unlike voting, consumption is done in public, and this is where the stress develops. We see the advertisements and the lifestyles they promote and wish that our lives were closer to the fantasies generated by those marketing efforts. 

If we try to be what we see advertised we are sure to fall short. New products are released daily, and we simply cannot change that fast and maintain a balance in our personal life (to say nothing about our checkbook). Rather, we need a clear understanding of ourselves - our family goals and our resources - before we enter the marketplace. Only then will we be able to direct our buying decisions toward those ends that will bring the greatest amount of satisfaction. 

Sit down together to discuss and clarify your family goals. Unless you know where you are trying to go, it is not possible to know the best way to get there. Once your destination is known, the decision of which resources will help you reach the destination is much easier. 

Assuming your destination is known, we'll turn to a discussion of resources. We'll ignore the resource of a well-paying job (it goes without saying that more money is preferred to less if everything else is the same). Rather, these are resources you have at your disposal that you may have forgotten. If so, their rediscovery and effective use could be your key to a more satisfying life. 

Think of all the resources you have at your disposal - your talent, your knowledge, your ability to change, your ability to think through problems, your material and spiritual possessions and, of course, your financial resources. Management of these household resources is a time consuming but highly productive job. Your ability to effectively use, substitute and share consumer goods and your ability to simplify will determine your success as a controller of the marketplace. 

Think Through Your Purchase Decisions 

Wants and needs are different. Before you purchase an item, ask yourself if you need the item or want the item. If it is a "want," do two things: 

Determine why you want the item 

Is it because someone else has one? Is it because you saw a promotional advertisement? Is it because you want to buy yourself a present to make you feel better? Buying an item for status, for mood elevation or from false impressions generated from an advertisement will often result in greater dissatisfaction in the long run than doing without the item in the short run. Learn from the skeletons in your consumer closet and you will gain greater satisfaction from future purchases. 

Ask yourself if there is anything else you want more 

Think about it. There are very few items that won't still be available a day or two later. If possible, discuss the purchase with other members of your household to determine its real importance. Goods you and other members desire will be more meaningful when purchased with the support of the rest of the family. However, allow everyone in the family some "fun money" to spend as he or she desires. Have family meetings to discuss and determine the allocation of family resources. Be fair to all family members, and the family will be more understanding of family goals and their part in achieving those goals. 

Shop carefully for the best buy 

The best buy varies from person to person because it is the item that satisfies your needs at the least cost. This may entail shopping at several stores and reading catalogs and newspapers. Perhaps even the used goods market would have the best buy for some items. If the item is low cost, do not research the market as much as if the item is high cost unless, of course, you are buying a large quantity of the low-cost item. 

It is always better to know exactly what brand or quality of product you need or want before you shop for price so that price is the only variable you have to judge. A particularly useful method is to obtain a range of catalogs to preview for design and initial market price information prior to entering the retail market. This will increase your knowledge of the market for that specific product before you spend time listening to the advice (or "pitch") of sales personnel. 

Use your purchases wisely 

Proper care and maintenance of items will extend their useful life. Read and follow wash and care instructions for clothing or manufacturer-provided literature for durable goods. Employ good judgment when using products. If in doubt, ask a professional. You may feel foolish asking some questions, but remember, acting out of ignorance may be more expensive than asking out of ignorance. Besides, those who know are usually eager to show their expertise and can be quite helpful. 

Substitute 

When you shop, ask yourself if something at a lower price would do the job as well as the high-priced, nationally advertised brand. Many products have good substitutes, and some substitutes are actually better than the well-known product. 

It is easy to switch to generic brand labels of foods and household products. Also, other products may be substituted for specialized household products. For example, vinegar or plain ammonia may be used as low-cost household cleaning agents, and baking soda can be used as a tooth cleanser. 

Think of substituting not only for material items, but also for family activities. Are there forms of recreation you can substitute for one or more of your current entertainment activities? Or, are there ways you can vary your current activities? Instead of "going out," ask your friends over to watch a video. Matinees are often the least expensive theater movies. Taking your own snacks to movies and sporting events, if allowed, can also reduce the cost of these activities. 

Recycle 

Recycling is another way to substitute. Older clothes may be recycled by adding different accessories or by making simple, creative alterations. Children's clothes may have enough life left to be passed on to other family members while maternity clothes may be borrowed, even rented, from appropriate sources. 

Barter 

Is there something you are good at, such as sewing or carpentry that you can exchange with someone else for something you need? This is called bartering and could include items as well as skills. Start looking for someone to "swap" with by reading the swap columns or listening to the swap or "trading post" radio shows in your local area. If this is unsuccessful, look around you. Does a neighbor have a need that you could supply (snow shoveling) in exchange for something you need (fruit from fruit trees)? Could you care for someone's children in exchange for their caring for yours at a later date? Swapping can be successful and is limited only by your imagination. 

Note: What you receive through bartering for services is considered income by the Internal Revenue Service. 

Produce it yourself 

Perhaps you could make something for less cost than buying it. Always check prices, however, before you decide to make the item. Remember to include the value of your time and the cost of purchased materials when figuring the cost of the home-produced good. 

Rent 

When you need an item for a short time or if you know the item will be sold for less at some future date (snow blowers in summer, lawn mowers in winter), it may be possible to rent the item more cheaply than to make an immediate purchase. If there is more than one rental company in your locale, shop around for the best rate and the desired brand or size of rental equipment. In addition, trying out different brands through renting can help you decide which you prefer before you buy the item. 

Share 

We can stretch our resources by sharing items with our family, friends and neighbors. Merchants will often give unadvertised, quantity discounts to groups (several families) desiring to purchase a large quantity of food to save money. 

Food cooperatives were started on the basis of sharing. A group of people work together to purchase and distribute food among members. Because large quantities may be purchased, less middle-man handling is required, and savings can be substantial. Check the telephone book for a food cooperative in your area. 
Household equipment can be expensive to own. Neighbors who share items like snow blowers, lawn mowers and large repair tools, have more money to purchase other needed items. Decisions about care, storage and repair responsibilities must be made before the group purchases the item. If someone acts as if they will be a "free rider," deal with them before buying. Attempt to adjust the shares of the purchase price to reflect the expected future lack of responsibility for maintenance. Many potential free riders would prefer such an arrangement rather than feeling guilty about not picking up their share of maintenance, particularly if their time and skills are limited. 

Use public goods and services 

Use of public services and parks is a form of sharing with your fellow citizens. A family afternoon at a public park could bring more enjoyment than one spent in front of a television or at a movie theater. Libraries are a source of reading materials and could be used as a replacement for some of the magazine subscriptions currently purchased. For some errands or trips, public transportation may be less expensive than driving your own automobile - after wear and tear, gasoline and parking are accounted for. 

Sell it 

Financial resources can also be created by sale of items you no longer need or want. Your white elephant could be a treasure to someone else and they may be willing to pay for it! Other items can be sold through a garage sale. If possible, work with neighbors to enlarge the number of "treasures" and to have access to the best marketing location. 

List how you will expand your resources by: 

· Thinking through a purchase decision. 

· Shopping carefully. 

· Using purchases wisely. 

· Substituting a lower priced item. 

· Recycling. 

· Bartering. 

· Making rather than purchasing. 

· Renting. 

· Sharing. 

· Using public services. 

· Selling unwanted items. 

Conclusion 

In sum, there are many ways individuals and households can extend their resources and increase their satisfaction as consumers. As a start, sit down with household members and list ideas that will stretch your resources by each of the methods mentioned in this guide. 

Resources Are Available

Additional information, self-help tools and other resources are available online at www.MagellanHealth.com/member. Or call us for more information, help and support. Counselors are available 24 hours a day, seven days a week to provide confidential assistance at no cost to you.
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