
The Consumer Market
District Residents Willing and Able to Buy

What is a market? There are probably as many answers 
to that question as there are types of markets. College 
texts define a market as a place where buyers and sellers 
meet to transact business. This may be the farmer’s road
side stand, the local supermarket, or the housewife’s own 
back door.

The term market, however, is frequently used in other 
senses. When sellers use phrases like “The Sixth District 
Market” and “The Atlanta Market,” they have a broader 
meaning in mind. They refer to the mass of people living 
closely enough in an area and possessing similar enough 
characteristics so that they can be sold to as a single group. 
The evolution of such a concept was essential to the de
velopment of many modern marketing techniques such as 
advertising and mass merchandising.

The Ideal Market
An ideal market may be defined as a place where con
sumers with ability and willingness to buy can be served at 
a minimum cost. In medieval times, the market best fitting 
this definition was the “fair.” Here buyers and sellers and 
merchandise were brought together with the lowest possi
ble expense. Trades were made to the advantage of all 
concerned. Because the population of Europe was sparse 
and incomes were low, fairs were held only once in a 
great while. Costs of maintaining a continuous fair, or re
tail store, were prohibitive.

Advances in transportation and communication and 
changes in business organization have altered this system 
of marketing. Today’s housewife finds many fairs open 
long hours each day waiting to serve her—the neighbor
hood drugstore, the department store, the food store, and 
other retail outlets. Even today, however, there is a limit 
to the territory a market can encompass and still meet the 
specifications of the ideal. The Sixth District is an example 
of an area where consumer markets have such limitations.

Detailed official information on local markets is avail
able only for years in which a census of business is 
taken. The most recent of these benchmark studies was 
conducted in 1954. It is from this survey that most of the 
facts contained in this article were drawn.

Metropolitan Areas Approach Ideal
The large metropolitan cities of the United States come 
closest to the ideal market today. Their development 
has accomplished what the medieval fair accomplished. 
It has brought together large numbers of people with 
ability and willingness to buy and has made it possible 
for marketers to serve them at a low cost. Almost 65 
cents out of every dollar spent at retail stores in this 
country is spent in our 170-odd standard metropolitan 
areas. In some regions, where the population is concen
trated in metropolitan areas, urban centers are even more 
important markets. In the Middle Atlantic states, where

80 percent of the people live in big cities, over 83 cents 
out of every dollar spent at retail stores is spent in an 
urban center. On the Pacific Coast, 72 percent of the 
inhabitants live in 12 metropolitan centers, and 76 cents 
out of each dollar goes to metropolitan retailers. In our 
own District, we find 40 percent of our population living 
in metropolitan areas and 52 cents out of every dollar 
spent at retail stores being spent there.

The District’s consumer markets, however, lack many 
of the features of an ideal market. Great distances sepa
rate the high income areas, and even within most of these 
areas per-capita sales fall behind the national average.

RETAIL SALES IN SIXTH DISTRICT, 1954

Total Percent Per-
Area Sales of Capita

(Millions o f $) District Sales Sales

A l a b a m a ............................. $2112 15.5 $ 687
Metropolitan Areas . . 1008 7.3 899

Birmingham . . . . 533 4.0 912
G a d sd e n ....................... 72 0.5 764
Mobile . . . . 235 1.7 929
Montgomery . . . 152 1.1 1020

Nonmetropolitan Areas . 1103 8.2 566
Florida ............................. 4014 29.8 1185

Metropolitan Areas . . 2253 16.7 1342
Jacksonville . . . . 439 3.3 1189
M i a m i ....................... 989 7.3 1538
O r la n d o ....................... 215 1.6 1312
Tampa-St. Petersburg 610 4.5 1214

Nonmetropolitan Areas . 1761 13.1 1030
Ge o r g i a ............................. 2963 22.2 816

Metropolitan Areas . . 1575 11.9 1092
A t l a n t a ........................ 965 7.2 1240
Augusta (Incl.

Aiken Co., S. C .)* . 196 1.4 1304
Columbus (Incl.

Russell Co., A la .)* 154 1.1 1044
M a c o n ........................ 146 1.1 925
Savannah . . . . 154 1.1 924

Nonmetropolitan Areas . 1388 10.3 635
Louisiana* * ....................... 1736 12.9 802

Metropolitan Areas . . 960 7.1 1029
Baton Rouge . . . 198 1.4 1043
New Orleans . . . 763 5.7 1025

Nonmetropolitan Areas . 776 5.8 631
Mississippi* * ........................ 768 5.7 691

Metropolitan Areas . . 157 1.2 926
J a c k s o n ........................ 157 1.2 926

Nonmetropolitan Areas . 611 4.5 648

T e n n e s s e e * * ............................. 1858 13.9 786
Metropolitan Areas . . 972 7.3 1054

Chattanooga (Incl.
Walker Co., G a.)*. 269 2.0 1251

Knoxville . . . . 342 2.5 934
N a sh v ille ....................... 380 2.8 1116

Nonmetropolitan Areas . 887 6.6 615

Sixth D istrict . . . . 13452 100.0 855
Metropolitan Areas . . 6925 51.5 1105
Nonmetropolitan Areas . 6527 48.5 690

U nited States . . . . . $169,968 $1054
•Sales in neighboring state not included in total for metropolitan area or 
total for state.

•♦Sixth District portion only.
Source: Census of Business, 1954—Retail Trade.
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The 60 percent of the population living outside these 
metropolitan centers also cause concern for marketers. A 
firm seeking to sell its product throughout the Sixth Dis
trict finds its prospective customers spread over an area 
of 250,000 square miles. In contrast, a market of equal 
size could be served in the 2,000 square miles in and 
around New York City or a 50,000 square mile area in 
Southern and Central California.

Ability to Buy
This District’s total personal income of 25 billion dollars 
is heavily concentrated in urban centers. Although up- 
to-date figures for all counties are not available, the 
most recent show something like this: 50 percent of 
the District’s income is concentrated in its 19 metro
politan areas. In Florida, where payrolls are growing 
most rapidly, the concentration of income is even greater. 
Here the five metropolitan counties account for 56 percent 
of total personal income.

There are striking differences among our major urban 
centers. Miami is the market with highest per-capita in
come and the highest per-capita sales. Income in Dade 
County averaged $2,007 per person in 1954 and sales ran 
to $1,538 per person. Atlanta, with sales of $1,240, and 
Orlando, at $1,312, were not far behind. At the other 
end of the scale, per-capita sales in the Gadsden and 
Birmingham, Alabama, and Savannah, Georgia, areas 
were still below $925 per person in 1954. Nationally, 
per-capita income averaged $1,054.

Trade in Florida cities is growing by leaps and bounds. 
Between 1948 and 1954, for example, total sales in Or
lando jumped over 95 percent, in Tampa 81 percent, and 
in St. Petersburg 75 percent. The Birmingham and Gads
den, Alabama, metropolitan areas recorded much more 
modest gains, 22 percent and 20 percent respectively.

We find that measured by the rate of gain in total sales 
our markets grew far more rapidly between 1948 and 1954 
than markets in the nation as a whole. Total sales here 
rose 46 percent, compared with a 31-percent gain in the 
remainder of the nation. Yet, we know that nonmetro
politan folks, of which we have a heavy concentration in 
our District, generally have a lower buying power than 
urban residents. How can these divergent movements be 
reconciled?

What happened between 1948 and 1954 is that the 
Southeast made rapid strides toward the requirements of 
the ideal market. People moved away from rural places 
and smaller communities into urban centers. The popula
tion of metropolitan cities grew 61 percent between 1940 
and 1955. Nonmetropolitan areas showed only a 12-per- 
cent gain. The shift was generally accompanied by more 
productive jobs and higher income. Income here has now 
reached 70 percent of the national average and is 5 percent 
closer to that average than it was in 1952. In some 
metropolitan areas of the Southeast, of course, income is 
already higher than the national average.

Willingness to Spend
For additional evidence that people in the South are 
willing to spend money, let us look at retail sales of 
durable goods. Figures compiled by Electrical Merchan
dising magazine show that an increasing proportion of 
shipments of appliances are finding their way to the 
Southeast. In 1956, about 12 percent of all laundry 
machines made were shipped to our region. This was 11 
percent above the 1947-55 average. For automobiles, a 
similar gain occurred. In 1950, only 8.6 percent of United 
States production was purchased here; so far this year 
10.3 percent of new car registrations have been recorded 
in Sixth District states.

Moreover, there will continue to be a greater potential 
for sales of appliances in the Southeast for some time to 
come if income growth is maintained. In the nation, 87 
percent of all wired homes now have electric washing 
machines. Only one District state, Louisiana with 83 
percent, comes close to this saturation level. In Alabama 
and Mississippi, the percentages drop to 57 percent and 35 
percent, respectively. When we look at the market for 
television sets, we find that only 62 percent of the poten
tial purchasers in our District owned such equipment by 
the end of 1956. This compares with 81 percent in the 
nation as a whole.

Future Potentials Great
We can assess the future of our Sixth District market in 
terms of an ideal market. If we assume that income growth 
will continue as it has in the past, the ability to buy will 
become greater here. If current population trends prevail 
and District residents continue to move to our cities, the 
ability to buy will become more concentrated. This con
centration of people with ability to buy will help reduce 
the costs of marketing.

Willingness to buy has never been a problem in our 
area. Out of every dollar they earned in 1954, District 
residents spent 66 cents at retail stores, compared with 
60 cents in the nation as a whole. Furthermore, since 
fewer people own washing machines, television sets and 
other durables here, a higher percentage of our people 
would be willing to buy these goods if the necessary in
come were forthcoming.

Marketers analyzing the Sixth District will find here 20 
million people both willing to buy and more able to buy 
than ever before. Personal income of over 25 billion dol
lars a year places this market fifth in size of all 12 Federal 
Reserve Districts.

They will find a market where retail sales grew much more 
rapidly than elsewhere between 1948 and 1954. Observers 
are likely to be misled, however, if they consider our 
region one homogeneous market. It is far from that. Ac
tually, the Sixth District market can be better described 
as a series of individual markets scattered widely through
out Alabama, Florida, Georgia, Louisiana, Mississippi, 
and Tennessee. Marketers desiring to capture a share of 
these improving markets must be willing to study the 
features of the respective markets in detail.

L eon  T. K endall
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