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INTRODUCTION 
 
This fellowship allowed me to travel to the USA, Belgium, Ireland, Sweden and the UK for 7.5 weeks 
to obtain information for the Australian community about the systems used to provide consumers with 
the unit prices (price/kg/litre, etc.) of pre-packaged grocery items sold at supermarkets.  All members 
of the European Union require supermarkets to provide consumers with unit prices, as do several states 
in the USA.  In the remaining US states most supermarkets provide unit prices voluntarily.  
Supermarkets in Australia are not required to, and do not, provide unit price information for most pre-
packaged grocery items1.   
 
This report summarises my work and findings. 
 
I am extremely grateful to the Winston Churchill Memorial Trust for giving me the opportunity to 
undertake this work.  My results will assist the Australian consumer movement to initiate further public 
debate on the need for unit pricing in Australia.  I hope that eventually it will result in the provision of 
unit price information by all Australian supermarkets. 
 
I am grateful also for the support and encouragement of my family, friends and other consumer 
advocates.  
 
Finally, I owe a great debt to each person and organisation visited.  Firstly, because I learned something 
of value from everyone I met and secondly, because each of the 36 meetings I arranged before leaving 
Australia took place as planned. 

                                                 
1 However, on 8 November 2007 one chain (ALDI) became the first major supermarket chain in Australia to provide unit 

pricing and another (Woolworths) is reported as planning to introduce a trial in some stores early in 2008 (Brisbane 
Courier Mail 9/11/07).  ALDI also called for “a consistent national approach” and “called on the retail sector to adopt 
uniform unit pricing”. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
Author 
Ian Jarratt,  
3/42 Dunmore Terrace, AUCHENFLOWER Q 4066  
(Voluntary consumer researcher and advocate)  
Phone: 07 37195475 Email: unitpricing@australiamail.com 
Project  
The fellowship travel occurred from 31 March to 16 May 2007 in the North East USA, Belgium, 
Ireland, Sweden and the UK.  The aim was to investigate the development, implementation and use of 
unit pricing (price per unit of measure, for example per kg/litre) of pre-packaged grocery products by 
supermarkets in these countries.  All members of the European Union require supermarkets to provide 
consumers with unit prices as also do several states in the USA.  In the remaining US states most 
supermarkets provide unit prices voluntarily.  Supermarkets in Australia are not required to, and do not 
voluntarily, provide unit price information for most pre-packaged grocery items1.  I met with 36 
government agencies, retail organisations, consumer organisations, and researchers.  I also visited 54 
supermarkets and other grocery stores. 
Highlights 
• Benefiting from the knowledge and experience of organisations and individuals in each state and 

country visited. 
• Meeting Paul Schlaver and other members of the Massachusetts Consumers Coalition. 
• Visiting UK supermarkets with trading standards officers. 
• Meeting Prof. Peter McGoldrick, Professor of Retailing, Manchester Business School, UK. 
Recommendations 
To obtain the numerous and major benefits achievable by providing consumers with unit price 
information for pre packaged grocery items in supermarkets: 
• Australia needs a compulsory national unit pricing system that requires supermarkets to display the 

unit price for a wide range of pre-packaged grocery items on shelf labels, other in-store pricing 
signs, and internet ordering systems.  

• Commonwealth legislation is the appropriate vehicle for a compulsory national unit pricing system 
and should include standards for matters such as: the units of measurement; the readability, 
visibility and accuracy of the information; and where and when a unit price must be provided. 

• Any voluntary provision of unit pricing should achieve specified minimum standards on key 
matters. 

• Australian unit pricing arrangements should: be developed in consultation with all stakeholders 
(including consumers); aim for “best practice”; learn from schemes operating in other countries; be 
accompanied by consumer education programs; include monitoring and enforcement of 
compliance; and be reviewed periodically. 

Implementation and Dissemination 
Implementation is primarily the responsibility of the federal government and supermarkets. 
Accordingly, the fellowship’s findings will be disseminated mainly by: 
• Sending written material directly to political parties, governments, government agencies, consumer 

and community organisations, and retailer bodies. 
• Media releases, media interviews, articles for publication in newspapers, magazines and 

newsletters. 
                                                 
1 However, on 8 November 2007 one chain (ALDI) became the first major supermarket chain in Australia to provide unit 

pricing and another (Woolworths) is reported as planning to introduce a trial in some stores early in 2008 (Brisbane 
Courier Mail 9/11/07).  ALDI also called for “a consistent national approach” and “called on the retail sector to adopt 
uniform unit pricing”. 
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FELLOWSHIP PROGRAM 
 
31 March - 3 April, Washington DC, USA 
• National Institute for Standards and Technology 
• Federal Trade Commission 
• Consumer Federation of America 
• Food Marketing Institute 
 

21 – 24 April, New Jersey, USA 
• Dept of Law and Public Safety (Division of Consumer 

Affairs) 
• New Jersey Food Council 
 

4 April, Delaware, USA 
• Delaware Dept of Agriculture 
 

22 – 29 April, Brussels, Belgium 
• Bureau European des Unions de Consommateurs 

(Bureau of European Consumer Associations) 
• European Commission - Health and Consumer 

Protection DG 
• EuroCommerce 
 

5 – 6 April, Pennsylvania, USA 
• Pennsylvania Dept of Agriculture 
• Pennsylvania Food Merchants Association 
 

30 April – 3 May, Dublin, Ireland 
• Dept of Enterprise, Trade and Employment 
• Office of Director of Consumer Affairs 
• Irish Business and Employers Confederation 
• Consumers Association of Ireland 
 

7 - 11 April, New York State, USA 
• New York Department of Agriculture and Markets 
• Retail Council of NY State,  
• Food Industry Alliance of NY State 
• NY Public Interest Research Group 
 

4 May – 8 May, Stockholm, Sweden 
• Handelns Utvecklingsrad (Swedish Trade Association's 

Research Foundation) 
• Konsumentverket (Swedish Consumer Agency and 

Consumer Ombudsman) 
• Sveriges Konsumenter (Swedish Consumer Association) 
 

12 – 14 April, New Hampshire, USA 
• New Hampshire Dept of Agriculture 
• New Hampshire Grocers Association 
 

9 May – 16 May, London, Exeter, Watford and 
Manchester, UK 
• Local Authorities Coordinators of Regulatory Services 
• Consumers International 
• Office of Fair Trading 
• Trading Standards Institute 
• British Retail Consortium 
• National Consumer Council 
• International Grocery Distribution 
• Manchester University Business School 
 

15 – 18 April, Massachusetts, USA 
• Massachusetts Division of Standards 
• Massachusetts Food Association 
• Massachusetts Consumers Coalition 
 

 

19 – 20 April, Connecticut, USA 
• Department of Consumer Protection 
• Connecticut Food Association 
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MAIN BODY AND OVERVIEW OF KEY FINDINGS 
 
Background 
For many years, via the Australian Consumers Association (now CHOICE) and the Consumers 
Federation of Australia, the Australian consumer movement has campaigned unsuccessfully for 
consumers to be provided with the unit price (price per unit of measurement) of pre-packaged grocery 
items.  The unit price would be provided by the retailer in addition to the selling price.  Retailers 
already must provide the unit price ($/kg) for pre-packaged fresh meat and a few other similar 
products.  But they are not required to, and do not voluntarily, provide the unit price for other pre-
packaged grocery items such as products packaged in cans, cartons, and bottles.  These products are a 
large proportion of the goods in supermarkets. 
 
Unit prices can provide many major benefits, including helping consumers make better-informed 
decisions about what products to buy, especially when presented with numerous package sizes, brands 
and products. 
 
State and Federal governments have refused to make unit pricing of pre-packaged grocery items 
compulsory on the grounds that the case for this was not proven.  Furthermore, until very recently, 
Australian supermarkets have refused to provide unit prices voluntarily.  However, on 8 Novemeber 
2007 Aldi introduced unit pricing in all its stores and Woolworths plans trials in 2008.  Aldi has also 
called for “a consistent national approach” and “called on the retail sector to adopt uniform unit 
pricing” 
 
The historic positions of Australian governments and retailers on unit pricing are in marked contrast to 
those of governments and retailers in other developed countries.  For example, unit pricing is 
compulsory for supermarkets in each of the 27 member nations of the European Union (EU) and in 
several states in the USA.  In the remaining US states, most supermarkets provide unit prices 
voluntarily, a situation which existed in several EU countries prior to unit pricing becoming 
compulsory. 
 
Therefore, the objective of this Churchill Fellowship was to visit counties with compulsory and 
voluntary unit pricing arrangements to learn about several aspects of their systems including, why and 
how unit prices are provided, the benefits and costs, and issues and features relevant to Australia. 
 
Introduction 
During my fellowship, I observed and learned about the unit pricing of prepackaged grocery items sold 
in supermarkets in a wide variety of situations.  I observed compulsory unit pricing in the USA states 
of New York, New Hampshire, Massachusetts, Connecticut and New Jersey and in the following EU 
countries; Belgium (while investigating whole of EU issues), Ireland, Sweden and the UK.  I also 
observed voluntary unit pricing in the US states of Delaware, Pennsylvania and Maine and learned 
about how it operated in several states and countries prior to becoming mandatory there. 
 
The compulsory systems I observed, often differed greatly in: requirements; apparent levels of 
compliance; and resources available for monitoring and enforcing compliance.  The differences in 
legislative requirements between the systems included: 
• Detailed specifications on how the unit price information should be presented rather than just 

general guidelines.  
• Lists of eligible products and specified units of measurement for eligible products, compared with 
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the inclusion of virtually all products sold by measurement and with few allowed variations on the 
basic units of measurement. 

• Requiring the provision of unit prices for products sold on special as well as being sold at the 
normal price compared with only requiring the provision of a unit price with the normal selling 
price. 

• Requiring that unit prices be provided on written advertisements showing price compared with not 
requiring this. 

• Requiring the provision of unit prices for grocery items offered for sale via the internet compared 
with not having such a requirement. 

• Providing for small stores (variously defined) to be exempt from providing unit prices compared 
with requiring provision by all stores.  

• Providing for the imposition of administrative fines for non-compliance rather than requiring the 
initiation of formal legal proceedings. 

 
When unit pricing was not compulsory1, I also observed great inter-store differences on many matters 
including: 
• Whether any unit prices were provided, and if so for which products. 
• The presentation, readability and accuracy of unit prices.  
• The provision of unit prices for products on sale as specials as well those being sold at the regular 

prices. 
• The type and consistency of the measurement units used. 
 
Key finding: Unit pricing systems differ greatly on many key matters relevant to Australia’s 
situation and needs. 
 
Some key features of the systems I observed, including the legislative basis for compulsory systems, 
are summarised in Appendix 1. 
 
Further information about these systems will be provided in a more detailed report on my fellowship. 
 
As a result of my fellowship and other research, I have identified several key issues relevant to 
consideration of Australia’s unit pricing requirements.  These issues are:  
• Benefits 
• Costs. 
• Use by consumers. 
• Compulsory versus voluntary systems. 
• Standards. 
• Presentation. 
• Consumer education. 
• Roles of consumers and consumer organisations.   
 
Each is discussed below after which I provide my overall conclusions and recommendations. 
 
Note: these are my personal assessments of the key issues and are presented as such rather than as an 
academic study. 
 

                                                 
1i.e where the provision of unit prices was not compulsory for any products or where compulsory unit pricing did not apply 

to some products. 
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Benefits 
Consumer benefits 
The benefits for individual consumers using unit price information when shopping include: 
• Easier, quicker and more accurate comparison of cost per unit of measure of package sizes within 

and between brands, between different forms of a product, and between substitute products. 
• Easier use of price as an indicator of relative “quality”. 
• Easier recognition and adjustment to package content downsizing by manufacturers and to large 

package premiums charged by retailers. 
 
Competition benefits 
These can be realised by all consumers as well as the economy as a whole and are a result of: 
• A greater focus by retailers and manufacturers on price and value for money rather than brand. 
• Easier and cheaper entry into the market of new products and of new manufacturers. 
• Reduced need for prescribed package sizes. 
 
Retailer benefits 
These may arise from: 
• Providing consumers with a better service. 
• Increased demand for, and easier promotion of, own brands. 
 
Environmental benefits 
These may occur if unit prices result in: 
• Some consumers switching to products with less packaging and to self serve bulk products. 
 
Health benefits 
These may occur if unit prices result in: 
• Some consumers switching from less to more healthy foods, for example from high unit priced pre-

packed snacks etc. to fresh fruit. 
 
The aggregate or specific benefits of unit pricing appear to have not been well researched or 
documented in recent years1  However, it is well established that unit prices vary greatly between 
products, brands and package size and that many consumers do not calculate unit prices themselves.  
Accordingly, value conscious shoppers can use unit price information to make substantial savings on 
their grocery bills.  Given that groceries are a major cost item for most consumers the aggregate 
savings will be very high if a reasonable proportion of consumers use unit pricing to lower their 
grocery bills.  In addition, some consumers may also benefit from using unit price information to better 
identify higher “quality” level products and choose to switch to higher unit price products.  
Furthermore, the value of reduced shopping time will be high for many consumers. 
 
Key finding: Numerous major benefits can be obtained by providing consumers with high quality 
unit price information.  
 
Unit pricing is an extremely simple and cost-effective way to reduce problems arising from:  
• Increased use of pre-packaged products. 
• Increased diversity of package sizes and brands. 
• Complete or partial removal of restrictions on package sizes. 

                                                 
1 But, numerous studies were undertaken in the USA during the 1970s and 1980s prior to and after unit pricing became 

compulsory in several states.  
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• Increased industry concentration.  
 
Key finding: In the European Union and some parts of the USA, the provision of unit prices is 
considered an important step in the evolution of grocery retailing, consumer protection 
arrangements, and competition provisions.   
 
In many places, I learned that some retailers decided to provide unit prices voluntarily in order to offer 
customers a useful service and/or to highlight the excellent value of their own brands. 
 
Consideration and appreciation of the roles that unit pricing can play in delivering environmental and 
health benefits are developing. 
 
Costs  
Depending on the type of system, the costs of unit pricing systems are usually incurred by retailers and, 
where involved, regulatory agencies and publicly funded education programs.  Of course, retailer costs 
would usually be paid for by their customers ultimately. 
 
For retailers, costs vary depending on the changes needed to adapt pre-unit pricing arrangements but 
for large computerised shops costs are usually very low for initial set-up and on going provision.  A 
Swedish study1 undertaken in 1994, suggested that for supermarkets the initial cost of implementation 
may have been less than 0.03 percent of turnover and that operating costs are very low.  Studies of 
implementation in the USA during the 1970s indicated even lower costs for many retailers.  Also, 
implementation or other costs did not appear to have been significant problems for large supermarkets 
which were members of retail associations I visited. 
 
In this regard, it is important to remember that once the labelling systems have been set up, any other 
unit pricing work would be undertaken any way.  For example, all labels and other signage have to be 
changed when prices or quantities change and store staff must continually monitor the accuracy of shelf 
labels.  Also, many regulated systems provide for some retailers to be exempt if implementation costs 
may be excessively high, for example, small shops or shops unable to produce their own labels using a 
computer. 
 
Key finding: Everywhere I went, the cost to setup and maintain a unit pricing system was 
considered likely to be very low relative to turnover for large computerised stores. 
 
Regulatory agencies (when needed for compulsory or regulated voluntary arrangements) generally 
already exist for other trade measurement work, including the provision of unit price information for 
pre-packaged fresh meat, fish, etc.  Consequently, additional work associated with unit pricing of pre -
packaged grocery items should normally only involve marginal increases in costs. 
 
Costs for public education programs should be low relative to total spending on groceries and the 
potential benefits, especially if supermarkets participate. 
 
Use by consumers 
When provided, unit prices are used frequently or occasionally by a high proportion of all consumers.  
For example, some studies2 in the USA, UK and Sweden have reported overall usage rates of 50 to 70 

                                                 
1 Unpublished 1994 study by the Swedish Consumer Agency. 
2 For example: Mitchell, V.,Lennard D. and McGoldrick P. (2003). “Consumer Awareness, Understanding and Usage of Unit Pricing”, 

British Journal of Management, Vol 14, 173-187. and Swedish Consumer Agency (1994) “Are Unit Prices Necessary?”. 
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percent.  Levels of use often vary between consumer types.  Savings in time and money and 
improvements in obtaining value for money also vary between consumer types. 
 
The high levels of competition between retailers and manufacturers for market share mean that even if 
unit pricing were used by only a relatively small percentage of consumers it could still have major 
beneficial effects on prices charged, the introduction of new products, and the entry of new 
manufacturers.  After the introduction of mandatory unit pricing in Finland, a survey1 showed that up to 
41 percent of consumers changed the brand of some of the products bought and 33 percent changed the 
packet size. 
 
Key finding: Research and other information shows that accurate, relevant and easily readable 
unit prices are used by a large proportion of consumers. 
 
However, I have concluded also that use of unit pricing can be significantly reduced if: 
• Unit prices: are difficult to read; not provided for sufficient product types; are not provided for all 

products within a product type; are inaccurate, have inappropriate units of measurement and money; 
and are not easily comparable between and within product types. 

• Consumers have not been adequately made aware of, and helped to use, unit prices. 
 
Compulsory versus voluntary systems 
Compulsory systems are in place in each of the 27 countries of the European Union and in several 
states in the USA.  These systems are required by legislation.  As noted earlier, they often vary 
significantly regarding many key issues such as: products involved; shops included/excluded; 
measurement units used; form of presentation of unit prices on labels, other signage and 
advertisements; provision for products sold at special as well as at normal prices; official monitoring 
and enforcement of compliance; and consumer education activities.   
 
All jurisdictions with compulsory unit pricing took this approach after a period of voluntary provision 
by some retailers.  When shops are required to provide unit price information for specified product 
types, they usually also provide unit prices voluntarily for many other products on sale. 
 
Voluntary provision of unit price information occurs in all the USA states where not compulsory.  
The proportions of total retailers or of total grocery turnover involved in voluntary provision are not 
known accurately but are reported to be high.  In some states, probably very few, there may be some 
limited regulation of how voluntary unit pricing shall be provided but generally retailers can provide 
whatever system they wish. 
 
In states where unit pricing is not compulsory, retailers appear to provide unit price information 
voluntarily for many reasons including:  
• Operating in compulsory and non compulsory states and have pricing and labelling systems set up 

to cater for stores in both types of states (However, there may still be significant differences in the 
unit pricing provided between a chain’s stores in compulsory and in voluntary states). 

• Wanting to provide a better service to customers. 
• In response to competition from other retailers who provide unit prices.   
 
Also, as noted above, voluntary provision often occurs in addition to compulsory provision in some 
stores.  This is mainly when compulsory products are listed in legislation rather than there being a 
                                                 
1 National Finnish Consumer Board (1992) reported in Appendix 1 of the Swedish Consumer Agency’s 1994 report “Are 

Unit Prices Necessary?” 
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general requirement to provide unit pricing for all products sold by measure or count. 
 
The fellowship showed that the usefulness of unit pricing to consumers can be significantly reduced 
when retailers can make their own decisions about key elements of the unit pricing they will provide.  
This is possible, and occurs, with some compulsory systems and with all voluntary systems.  Examples 
include: 
• Unit price information being displayed much less prominently than the selling price. 
• Unit prices not being provided for products sold on promotion. 
• Unit prices being inaccurate and not provided for all products within a product type. 
• Units of measurement being chosen to minimise the unit price shown (for example, in the USA c/oz 

rather than $/lb may be used). 
• Units of measurement being difficult for consumers to use (for example, per 100 batteries). 
• Unit prices not provided beside the selling price in newspaper and other printed advertisements. 
• Unit prices not being provided for internet ordering. 
 
Accordingly, it is not surprising that several state governments in the USA and each country in the EU 
have made the provision of unit pricing compulsory and have set specified standards to be achieved.  In 
a few US states, voluntary systems must also meet some very basic requirements specified in 
legislation. 
 
Compulsory systems can have many advantages for consumers and the economy over voluntary 
systems including: 
• Unit pricing is provided more widely and quickly. 
• Less between-store variation in the system provided (depending on how much detail is specified in 

legislation, especially on how the unit price must be shown and the measurement units to be used). 
• Public funds are more likely to be available for consumer education. 
• Standards of performance can be set, monitored and enforced. 
• Implementation costs may be lower, especially if voluntary systems require significant modification 

to comply with subsequent compulsory systems. 
 
However, to ensure that compulsory systems remain efficient and effective, stakeholders must not take 
the systems for granted after introduction and sufficient resources must continue to be available for 
independent monitoring, and enforcing, of compliance with legislative requirements.  The latter is often 
a problem since weights and measurement work may be given low priority in official budgets and there 
seems to be an increasing tendency for enforcement agencies to take action mainly in response to 
complaints from consumers and other retailers rather than on their own account.  The latter trend has 
major implications for individual consumers and consumer organisations.  Currently, most are aware 
rarely of unit pricing problems and seldom make complaints to retailers or regulators. 
 
Also, compulsory systems must be adapted to reflect changes in society and retailing.  Examples of 
such changes include: new products; new labelling and signage systems, including electronic shelf 
labels; new promotional methods; requirements for measurement information on product labels; 
internet ordering; and retailers expanding the range of products sold.  I observed that the latter is a very 
significant challenge for unit pricing in US states with compulsory unit pricing since non-traditional 
food retailers, such as pharmacists and department stores, have become major food retailers.  In 
addition, in states with voluntary unit pricing, non-traditional food retailers may be less inclined to 
provide unit pricing than traditional retailers.  
 
Key finding: Well planned, implemented and maintained compulsory unit pricing systems have 
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many advantages over voluntary systems and are likely to result in greater and more sustainable 
benefits for consumers and society. 
 
Standards 
All the compulsory unit pricing systems I observed set specific requirements for a number of key 
factors such as: presentation of unit prices, units of measurement to be used, accuracy, products and 
prices covered, etc.  Also, all had government officers responsible for monitoring and enforcing 
compliance.  However, there were substantial variations in; the resources available for such work, how 
compliance operated in practice, and the processes involved in imposing financial penalties on non-
complying retailers.  Also, there was great variation in the precise standards of performance retailers 
were expected to achieve, standards set, and procedures used to assess compliance.  As a result, the 
quality of the unit price information provided by some stores in some compulsory systems was lower 
than I had expected and could be reducing consumer confidence in, and use of, some, systems.  I 
gained the impression in some places that significant benefits would result if regulators and retailers 
provided more resources to ensure compliance with, and improve, existing systems. 
 
Key finding: Setting standards of performance and assessing compliance are critically important 
issues for any compulsory unit pricing system and should be high priorities for an Australian 
system. 
 
As noted earlier, many stores operating in compulsory unit pricing systems also provided unit price 
information for additional non-regulated products.  However, often these unit prices did not use 
consumer friendly units of measurement and the unit price was not provided for all products within a 
product type.  This reduced the value of the information to consumers.  I found the same problems in 
stores in places where unit pricing was not compulsory.  Accordingly, when unit prices are provided 
voluntarily it is highly desirable to have clear and checked standards of performance for key matters. 
 
Finally, I observed substantial variations in the extent to which retailers providing unit price 
information to meet legislated requirements and providing it voluntarily, provided consumers with a 
high quality unit pricing system likely to encourage high levels of use.  This was surprising given that 
most retailers place great emphasis on meeting consumer needs.  I observed errors such as missing unit 
prices, inaccurate unit prices, and unit prices using the wrong measurement unit.  Such mistakes could 
be noticed easily by staff who routinely check shelf labels for other purposes, for example when 
checking that the price shown on the shelf tag is the same as that being charged at the check out.   
 
Key finding: Any unit pricing provided voluntarily by Australian retailers should be required to 
achieve specified minimum standards on key matters. 
 
Presentation 
As noted earlier, the presentation of unit prices to consumers varies significantly between many of the 
systems I observed.  The greatest uniformity was in the north east of the USA where most states with 
compulsory unit pricing require that the unit price information on shelf labels be; placed to the left of 
the selling price, very prominent relative to the selling price, and placed on a coloured background.  
They also require the placement of the words “unit price” above the unit price information.  This is also 
the presentation approach adopted in Sweden which uses the words “comparison price” rather than 
“unit price”. 
 
I addition, as noted earlier, in many stores where retailers have discretion as to how the unit prices are 
presented, I found that the information on shelf tags was often much less prominent than the selling 



 13

price and frequently too small to read easily, particularly on the lower shelves.  A recent study1 in the 
USA has shown clearly that consumer awareness and use of unit prices increases greatly when the 
information is presented prominently. 
 
Two examples of observed approaches to the presentation of unit price information on shelf labels are 
provided in Appendix 2. 
 
I also found that retailers often did not provide any unit prices for products being sold in promotions 
(on-shelf and in-aisle and end-of-aisle stands). 
 
With both compulsory and voluntary systems, I also observed many problems with the units of measure 
used in the calculation and presentation of unit prices.  These problems included: too many units of 
measurement; inappropriate units of measurement; and non-uniformity in the measures used within and 
between competing products types. 
 
Key finding: Consumer use of compulsory or voluntary unit pricing systems can be reduced 
significantly by failure to set and achieve high standards of information presentation for key 
factors such as:  
• Prominent presentation of unit prices on shelf labels and other price signs. 
• Provision of unit price information for products on sale on special promotion as well as those 

on sale at the normal price.  
• Provision of unit price information for all products within a product type. 
• Type, consistency  and uniformity of units of measurement used. 
 
Consumer education 
The introduction of compulsory unit pricing was accompanied by substantial consumer education 
programs in several US states (for example Massachusetts, New Jersey, New York and Connecticut) 
and in Sweden.  I was advised that these programs were very effective and frequently involved retailers 
displaying material advising that unit prices were provided, and showing what they were and how they 
could be used.  In Sweden, there has also been substantial on-going consumer education activity. 
 
It is very easy to assume that most Australian consumers would become aware of, and learn how to use, 
unit prices if unit prices were simply provided.  However, many studies on consumer behaviour, as 
well as impressions I gained during my fellowship, suggest that this is not so and that special efforts are 
needed to inform and educate consumers.  This is particularly so in Australia since, unlike everywhere I 
visited, Australian consumers have had no prior exposure to unit prices for grocery items pre-packaged 
in cans, cartons, bottles, etc.  Also, special education efforts may be needed to target low income, aged 
and other disadvantaged consumers. 
 
Key finding: To facilitate rapid and widespread use of unit price information by consumers, the 
introduction of any systems (compulsory or voluntary) in Australia should be accompanied by 
consumer education programs involving retailers, governments and community organisations. 
 
Consumers and consumer organisations 
I learned that consumer lobbying was the main reason why compulsory unit pricing replaced voluntary 
systems in most of the places I visited.  In the USA, this consumer success in some states also helped to 
increase the voluntary provision of unit pricing in other states and so resulted in major benefits for all 
                                                 
1 Miyazaki A., Sprott D. and Manning K. (2000). “Unit Prices on Retail Shelf Labels: An Assessment of Information 

Prominence,” Journal of Retailing, Vol 76 (1) 93-112. 
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US consumers and the economy.  The EU’s decision to make unit pricing compulsory in every member 
country was also greatly influenced by effective lobbying by consumer organisations.   
 
I also learned that effective on-going input from consumer organisations and individuals is required to 
ensure that unit pricing systems meet consumer needs by being well conceived and implemented.  As 
noted earlier, this is clearly demonstrated by many regulators now undertaking compliance monitoring 
largely in response to complaints by consumers. 
 
However, in several places I visited, especially in the USA, consumer organisations do not exist or 
have very few resources and as a result have very limited involvement with unit pricing issues.  A 
notable exception was in Massachusetts where there is still an active consumer organisation involved in 
unit and other retail pricing matters and where the work of individual consumer advocates has resulted 
in improvements to the unit pricing system.  In the EU countries I visited, national consumer 
organisations work on a wide range of issues, including unit pricing.  All recognised its importance to 
inform and protect consumers and to promote competition. 
 
It is clear that individual consumers everywhere seem to have less time and/or inclination to complain 
about problems with unit pricing.  Therefore, it is important that effective consumer organisations can 
allocate resources to unit pricing issues.  This is clearly illustrated by the vitally important role being 
played by the Bureau of European Consumers Organisations (BEUC) in coordinating member 
organisation input into the current review of the EU unit pricing regulations and the associated general 
review of consumer protection arrangements.  BEUC benefits from funding provided by the EU.  Also, 
in the UK, the government funded but independent National Consumer Council has undertaken 
research in the weights and measures area, including on unit pricing. 
 
Key finding: It is important to ensure that: 
• Australian consumer organisations can, and do, participate on an on-going basis in the 

development and implementation of improved unit price arrangements in Australia.  
• Individual consumers are aware of standards set for unit pricing and the need to draw 

attention to non-compliance and other problems. 
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CONCLUSIONS 
 
1. Unit pricing is mandatory in supermarkets in the European Union and in some states in the USA (in 
other states it is frequently provided voluntarily). 

 
2. For well-run, computerised supermarkets, the cost of providing unit prices is very low relative to 
turnover. 

 
3. Unit prices are used by high proportions of consumers in the European Union and the USA.  

 
4. Unit pricing greatly assists consumers to make well-informed choices between products.  As a result, 
consumers save money and time and competition between manufacturers and between retailers 
increases.  There may also be additional health and environmental benefits if consumers use unit prices 
to change consumption patterns and buy more healthy foods and less packaged grocery items. 

 
5. In the European Union and some parts of the USA, providing unit pricing is considered an important 
step in the evolution of grocery retailing, consumer protection arrangements, and competition 
provisions.  It is an extremely simple and cost-effective way to reduce problems arising from: 
increasing use of pre-packaged products, increasing diversity of package sizes and brands, the complete 
or partial removal of restrictions on package sizes, and increased industry concentration.  

 
6. Decisions by individual retailers on key aspects of unit pricing provision can result in significantly 
less beneficial systems for consumers and less uniformity between retailers and countries/states.   
 
7. Compulsory unit pricing systems which are well planned, implemented and maintained have many 
advantages over voluntary systems and are likely to result in greater and more sustainable benefits for 
consumers and society. 
 
8. Setting and achieving performance standards are essential components of any unit pricing system. 
 
9. Information and education programs are required to promote consumer awareness and use of unit 
prices. 
 
10. Consumer organisations and individual consumers have important roles to play in the development 
and on-going operation of unit pricing systems. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
1. Australia needs a compulsory unit pricing system which requires supermarkets to display the unit 
price on shelf labels, other in store pricing signs, and internet ordering systems for a wide range of pre-
packaged grocery items.  (Supermarkets already must do this for random weight packages of some 
products like fresh meat and fish.) 
 
2. A compulsory national scheme rather than voluntary provision by individual supermarkets is 
required to: 
• Provide greater and more continuing benefits. 
• Give more consumers access to unit prices and increase usage.  
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• Ensure that measurement units, presentation methods, and product coverage are uniform throughout 
the country and are consumer friendly. 

• Ensure that unit prices are provided for products sold on special as well as regular prices. 
• Ensure that unit prices are provided for products sold via supermarket on-line ordering systems as 

well as in supermarkets.  
• Allow standards of performance to be set, monitored and enforced. 
• Allow more resources to be provided for consumer education programs. 
• Reduce implementation costs. 
 
3. Commonwealth legislation is the appropriate vehicle for a compulsory national unit pricing system 
for pre-packaged grocery items sold at supermarkets.  The system should include specified standards 
for key matters such as units of measurement, readability and visibility, accuracy, and selling prices 
covered (unit prices should be provided for products sold on “special” as well as at regular prices).  
(The legislative options include a prescribed mandatory industry code of conduct under s. 51AE of the 
Trade Practices Act 1974 and proposed new Commonwealth trade measurement legislation expected to 
replace state and territory legislation by 1 July 2010.) 

 
4. Any voluntary provision of unit pricing by supermarkets should achieve specified minimum 
standards on key matters.  (The legislative options include a prescribed industry code of conduct under 
s. 51AE of the Trade Practices Act 1974 and proposed new Commonwealth trade measurement 
legislation.)  
 
5. Australia’s unit pricing arrangements should:  
• Be developed in consultation with all stakeholders (including consumers).  
• Aim for “best practice”.  
• Learn from systems operating in other countries. 
• Be accompanied by consumer education programs. 
• Include monitoring and enforcement of compliance. 
• Be reviewed periodically. 
 
6. Some features1 of overseas unit pricing schemes relevant to Australia's needs include: 
• Uniform prominent format required for display of unit prices (Massachusetts). 
• Kg/litre/metre/square metre, etc are the basic unit price measurements and with minimum 

exceptions (Ireland). 
• Provisions for unit prices for products by count (Connecticut). 
• Same unit of measure to be used for all sizes of the same product (USA – Uniform Unit Pricing 

Regulation). 
• Comprehensive coverage of grocery products, with minimum exemptions (Ireland). 
• Unit prices must be shown for products sold on special as well as at regular prices (Sweden). 
• Unit prices must be provided for groceries ordered on the internet as well as those purchased in-

store (UK). 
• Comprehensive and on-going consumer education programs (Sweden). 
• Resources provided and maintained to monitor and enforce compliance (New Jersey). 
• Provisions for exemption for small stores (New York) or stores without computerised labelling 

facilities (Ireland). 
  

                                                 
1 each feature may occur in several countries/states 
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APPENDIX 1: SUMMARY OF UNIT PRICING IN STATES VISITED IN USA AND COUNTRIES IN 
EUROPEAN UNION 

State/country Legislation Exempt 
retailers 

Products   
specified 
in detail 

(Y/N) 

Main products specified UP 
measurement 

units 
specified in 
detail (Y/N) 

 UP 
presentation 
specified in 
detail (Y/N) 

UP required 
for products 

“on 
special” 

(Y/N)  

UP required 
on 

advertisements 
showing 

selling price 
(Y/N) 

Compulsory Unit 
Pricing 

        

New York Article 17 (section 214) of the 
Agriculture and Markets Law and 
Part 345 if Title 1 of the Official 
Compilation of Codes, Rules and 
Regulations  

Small Y Food, paper products etc, 
detergents etc, toiletries, and 
non prescription drugs 

Y Y Y N 

New Hampshire Chapters 438:26-a 
and National Unit Pricing 
Regulation* (via) 438:20 

If only item 
pricing 

N None N N Y but only on 
shelf tags 

N 

Massachusetts Sections 115A and 202 5.00 of 
Code of Massachusetts 
Regulations 

Small Y Food, paper products etc, 
detergents etc, toiletries. 

Y Y Y but 
manufacturer 
“deal items” 

exempt 

N 

Connecticut Sections 21a-73 to  and 21a-75-8 
of the Regulations of Connecticut 
State Agencies 

Owner 
operated 
single retail 
stores 

Y Food, paper products etc, 
detergents etc, toiletries. 

Y Y Y Y 

New Jersey Unit Price Disclosure Act and 
regulations in Sub chapter 14 Unit 
Pricing of Consumer 
Commodities in Retail 
Establishments 

Small Y Foods, including pet foods; 
canned and bottled beverages; 
aluminum and plastic wraps; 
sanitary paper products; soaps 
and detergents; toothpaste, 
mouthwash and hair 
conditioners. 

Y Y Y N 

Ireland SI No 639 of 2002 
European Communities 
(Requirements to Indicate Product 
Prices) Regulations 2002 

Without 
equipment  
for printing 
shelf edge 
labels or 
equipment for 
point of sale 
scanning 
 

N None N** N Y but some 
exemptions 

Y 
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State/country Legislation Exempt 
retailers 

Products   
specified 
in detail 

(Y/N) 

Main products specified UP 
measurement 

units 
specified in 
detail (Y/N) 

 UP 
presentation 
specified in 
detail (Y/N) 

UP required 
for products 

“on 
special” 

(Y/N)  

UP required 
on 

advertisements 
showing 

selling price 
(Y/N) 

Sweden Prisinformationslag (Price 
Information Law) 1991 and 
Foreskrifter om jamforpriser 
(Comparison Prices Regulation) 
1992 and other Regulations and 
decrees. 
 

None Y Foodstuffs and other products Y Y Y Y 

United Kingdom Price Marking Order 2004 (SI No 
102) 

Small N Products covered by Weights 
and Measures Act 1985 and 
products sold from bulk 

N*** N Y but some 
exemptions 

Y 

Voluntary Unit 
Pricing 

        

Pennsylvania none na na na na na na na 

Delaware National Unit Pricing Regulation* 
used as a guideline for voluntary 
adoption by retailers providing 
unit pricing. 

na na na na na na na 

* Published in the National Conference on Weights and Measures' Handbook 130.  Contains only principles for the voluntary provision of unit pricing, including that a consistent single unit of measure shall be used 
for the unit pricing of the same commodity even if the package sizes show are in different units of measure.  (This principle is required since package weights in the USA can be shown in oz , pounds, etc. and 
volumes in fl. oz., pints, quarts, etc.).  The Regulation seems designed mainly for use by states wish to make unit pricing compulsory.  But, it has been adopted, or used as a voluntary guideline, by very few states.  
The Regulation does not cover monitoring or enforcing compliance.  These would be separate matters for consideration by an adopting state.  
**  units are kg, litre, metre, square metre and cubic metre (but 75cl for wines and 70cl for spirits). 
** * normal units are kg, litre, metre, square metre and cubic metre but smaller units specified for many products. 
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APPENDIX 2: EXAMPLE PRESENTATIONS OF UNIT PRICE 
INFORMATION ON SHELF LABELS 

(Note: These examples are based on my observations at supermarkets visited during the 
fellowship.  They are diagrams not actual shelf labels.  To facilitate comparison of the 
presentation methods, the same product and selling price are used in each diagram.) 
 
Example 1: Presentation* required in several states in the north east of the USA and 
in Sweden. 
The main features of this type of presentation are: 
• Font size of the unit price is quite large relative to that of the selling price – generally 

at least 50 percent. 
• The unit price is placed to the left of the selling price. 
• The words “unit price” are printed on the label. 
• The unit price information is placed on a specified or chosen coloured background. 
• The unit of measurement used for the unit price is as specified in the legislation and 

normally is large, for example per lb or per kg. 
 

 
DICED 
TOMATOES 28oz 

UNIT PRICE  

$0.91  
PER POUND 

RETAIL PRICE 

$1.59 
 

* This type of presentation (or similar) is used also by some supermarkets in US states where the provision 
of unit prices is not compulsory and in states where unit pricing is compulsory but presentation is not 
specified in detail in legislation. 
 
Example 2: Presentation* used by some stores when there are no mandatory 
presentation requirements. 
The main features of this type of presentation are: 
• Font size of the unit price is often small relative that of the selling price. 
• Unit price is placed below (also sometimes above or to the left of) the selling price. 
• The words “unit price” are not printed on the label. 
• The unit price information is not placed on a coloured background. 
• The unit of measurement** used for the unit price may be small, in this case per oz 

rather than per lb. 
 

 
DICED TOMATOES 28oz  

$1.59 
5.7c PER OZ 

* Supermarkets often use many variations of this type of presentation.   
** However, the unit of measure specified in legislation for a product’s unit price must be used. 

 


