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Mapping Consumer Expenditures 

Description 

For smaller communities the issue of a hemorrhage of community spending at vendors 
located outside the community is both relatively more easily recognized and more easily 
tracked. The significance of expenditures inside vs. outside the community lies in the 
process called the multiplier effect - namely, the positive economic effect of the circulation 
or turnover in local expenditures among local vendors. 

Consumer expenditures are the most visible and ordinarily the very greatest proportion of all 
expenditures in a small community. Thus, to discover what exactly is spent and at what 
vendors (that is, mapping consumer expenditures) can be a technique to recognize and re-
direct local buying for the economic benefit of the entire community. 

Benefits 

With good information on what residents spend and where they spend it, a CEDO can alert 
residents to their capacity to make a difference by buying locally. Often residents do not 
recognize how much economic buying power they can exert collectively, and a survey can 
provide the hard facts. Thereby people can be encouraged to maintain any existing buying 
patterns that already benefit the community, as well as to change buying habits to further 
help the community. 

Also, the facts may reveal that people are buying outside of the community because they are 
dissatisfied with some aspect of a local vendor; and the vendor may be helped to make 
changes (in stock available, for example) that benefit both him and the community. And 
finally, discovering just how much is spent outside the community for particular goods may 
suggest the viability of new businesses to meet that demand locally. Thereby jobs would be 
created as well as generating a boost to the multiplier effect. 

Major challenges 

In this day and age many of us have been besieged with telephone and other consumer 
surveys and sales pitches, and so another set of questions about buying patterns can be seen 
as just another bother. The CEDO will have to take pains to let residents know, first, that this 
is not just another consumer survey and, second, that the beneficiaries of the survey will be 
they themselves and all other local residents. Also, as with all questioning about personal 
money matters, a consumer expenditure survey can be a sensitive matter; respondents will 
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have to be assured that the information will be confidential and reported only in 
consolidated formats. 

Some practical steps 

1. You need to be clear on exactly what specific purposes and uses the survey is to be 
designed for. A comprehensive overall survey of all types of consumer spending is 
probably worth doing if any survey at all is to be done. It may be, however, that there are 
some very specific pieces of information needed for a particular purpose, such as for a 
preliminary pre-feasibility study for a potential business. Everyone needs to be clear at the 
beginning what the aims of the survey are, to make sure that exactly the right information 
is collected and that the survey is not overloaded by excess questions. Among the 
decisions to be reached in this process is a definition of the community (that is, a clear 
description of the geographical boundaries that delimit the consumers to be considered). 

2. The questionnaire needs to be designed and pre-tested to make sure that it gets the data 
you are looking for. However, because a consumer survey is a traditional business 
exercise that has been done many times, it may well be that the questionnaire can simply 
be copied from what others have used. (A model is available in the ACTA publication 
noted at the end of this entry.) 

3. Consider how the data collected will be stored and made accessible for CED purposes. 
Computer programs can be awfully helpful here. 

4. Plan out the way in which the information will be collected. Who will be personally 
interviewed and where, or can people be expected to fill out a mailed questionnaire? How 
will the surveyors be selected and trained? Etc. 

5. Once the data have been collected and analyzed, publicize the results to encourage local 
residents to use them, and strengthen the CEDO’s own use of the data, as its original 
purposes had foreseen. 

Resource organizations & contacts 

 A nearby college can be a good source of technical assistance. Students in an economics 
course can sometimes be organized to do the survey. 

Publications 

 A Guide to Mapping Consumer Expenditures and Mobilizing Consumer Expenditure 
Capacities, a workbook by John Kretzmann and John McKnight, (distributed by ACTA 
Publications, Chicago, IL, fax: 312-271-7399). Includes full model questionnaires and 
worksheets. 
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 Ronald Hustedde et al., Community Economic Analysis: A How To Manual (North 
Central Regional Center for Rural Development, Ames, IA, tel. 515-294-8321). This 
definitive guide is technically very detailed. 




