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Brussels, April 1974

Results of the latest consumer survey

At the end of January 1974 the sixth consumer survey was carried out
for the Commission of the European Communities. The information obtained is
based on interviews of some 30,000 houscholds selected as a representative
sample. It covered Germany, France, Italy, the Netherlands, Belgium and, for
the first time, Denmark; however, as no comparable data are available, the
Danish results will not be analysed until after the next survey. From April
1974 the United Kingdom and Ireland will also take part in the survey.

Influenced by the energy crisis, consumers in all the countries took a
distinctly gloomier view of the general economic situation than last autumn
(see Tables 1 and 2). There was increased pessimism particularly in Italy,
the Netherlands and Belgium; in October last year it was precisely in these
three. countries that consumers saw signs of a slight improvement in the economic
climate. In Germeny, consumers' reports on the general economic situation have
steadily deteriorated since early 1973, amd this trend was accentuated in
January 1974. As can be seen from Table 1, in France too views on the general
economic situation were less songuine than previously, but pessimism was not as
widespread as in the other countries.

In all countries the proportion of consumers who foresee an increase in
unemployment in the next twelve months climbed sharply (see Table 23).

The recent trend in raw materials prices hag crushed the hope of a let~
up in price increases that consumers had expressed last autumn. The proportion
of households fearing a further acceleration in price rises over the next twelve
months was generally higher; only in France, where last November three quarters
of all the respondents were already expecting sharper price rises, has fear of
inflation subsided slightly (see Tables 4 ard 5).

Views and expectations concerning the households! own financial situations
provide some important clues to changes in purchasing power. Italians and
Germans took the least favourable view of the trend in their real incomes. But
in the other countries covered by the survey, too, more households then last
autumn felt worse off financially than a year earlier and also feared a drop
in their purchasing power in the twelve months ahead (see Tables 6 and T).

Judging from the results of the survey, in Germany in particular and
also in the Netherlands and Belgium, fear of an economic downturn seems to
have been influencing consumer behaviour at the beginning of the year more
strongly than expectations of higher prices. This can be seen from the increase
in the proportion of households in these countries which felt it better 1o
postpone major purchases at the present time (see Table 8). Further evidence
is provided by the fact that purchasing intentions for almost all the consumer
durables covered (cars, deep~freezers, refrigerators, black &nd white and
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colour television sets and dishwashers) were lower than in Jamuary 1973. In
France, on the other hand, there were no signs of consumers putting off purchases.
The proportion of households which felt that the present time was a good time

for major purchases in fact increcased further.

Soaring prices have clearly had a strong influence on the propensity
to save of French and Italian consumers. In both these countries a mejority
of housecholds felt that in the light of the general cconomic situstion it was
not reasonable to save (see Tables 9 and 10). In Germany, on the other hand,
the uncertainty about the future cconomic trend led to a further increasc in
the propensity to save. In the Netherlands and Belgium, too, the majority of
the population contimae to feel that it is rergsonable to save, although the
corresponding proportions have fallen since autwmn 1972>. The savings book is
still the most popular form of saving; in the higher income brackets there was
an increasc in the people preferring to invest in material assets.

As in Janvary last year households were asked if they would cut their
holiday budget. In all the countrics the majority of houscholds were intending
to spend as much on holidays as in the previous ycar, or even more. Many
households clearly prefer to limit expenditure on other items rather than
cut holidey spending.
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