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Product Attributes Affecting Cultured
Hard Clam Purchase Decisions

Introduction

The culture of hard clams, Mercenaria mercenaria,
is a significant part of the Northeast aquaculture
industry. In 1992, the farm gate value of cultured
hard clam production in the Northeast region was
valued at $15,553,000. Cultured hard clams con-
tributed 11% of the total regional aquaculture
production valued at $146,409,000 (Bush and
Anderson, 1993).

Expansion and diversification of markets can
improve the profitability of this industry at current
production levels as well as foster production
expansion. Suppliers of cultured hard clams face a
highly competitive situation. The numerous hatch-
eries and fishermen engaging in cultured hard clam
growout within each state face competition from one
another and from clammers who harvest wild-caught
hard clams. In addition, suppliers of both cultured
and wild-caught hard clams in states along the
Eastern seaboard from Maine to Florida vie for
access to the important consumer markets of the
Northeast and Mid-Atlantic.

A key to improving the competitive strength of
aquaculturists and expanding markets for cultured
clams is product differentiation. This study identi-
fies important product atiributes by which cultured
hard clam suppliers can differentiate their product.
A survey of hard clam buyers in New England, the
Mid-Atlantc, the South Atlantic and the Mid-West
was conducted in order to characterize weekly
demand for hard clams, the degree of buyer differen-
tiation of cultured versus wild-harvest product, and
the relative importance of attributes which affect
seafood buyer purchase decisions. Another objec-

tive of the survey was to develop specific trade leads
for New Jersey producers of cultured hard clams.

Methods

Information regarding company location, functions,
sales territory, and annual sales was obtained from
Who’s Who in the Fish Industry 1992 (Brown,
1991). A survey of hard clam buyers was developed
to characterize demand for hard clams, the level of
market differendation of cultured versus wild
product, and factors which affect purchase decisions.

Questions related 10 buyer demand included levels
of weekly hard clam purchases, whether cultured
hard clams are currently purchased, and interest in
being contacted by New Jersey suppliers of cultured
product. The level of weekly hard clam purchases
was requested by four size categories: littleneck,
topneck, cherrystone and chowder. Most weekly
purchases were reported in count (number of clams).
All hard clam purchases reported in bushels by large
buyers were converted to count using a count
provided by the buyer in a followup telephone
interview, Conversion to count for small buyers
was made assuming 400 per bushel/bag for little-
necks, 250 for topnecks, 175 for cherrystones, and
100 for chowders. However, these numbers can
change from dealer 10 dealer.

To determine the level of market differendation of
cultured versus wild product, buyers were asked
how much more they are willing to pay for a cul-
tured versus wild hard clam and whether their
customers currently pay more for cultured product.
The survey also examined the relative importance of
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various factors in buyer purchase decisions. Five
factors were identified: meat quality (free of sand,
mud, & shell bits, etc.); shell appearance (size
uniformity, cleanliness, etc.), price, year-round
availability, and consumer perceptions of product
safety. Buyers were offered the opportunity to
suggest additional factors. The factors were rated on
a five-point scale from 1 = most important t0 3 =
least important. Buyers also were asked the mini-
mum shelf life expected for hard clams, and the
terms on which they pay suppliers.

The survey was reviewed by five New Jersey
cultured hard clam producers for usefulness, and
mailed to 668 clam buyers in the Mid-Atlantic, New
England, South Atlantic, and Mid-West regions.
The mailing was conducted by Umer Barry Publica-
tons, Inc. and utilized an established database of
firms listed in its publication, Who’s Who in the
Fish Industry 1992 (Brown, 1991). The database
proved to be current; only 7 firms surveyed were out
of business. The survey revealed that a portion of
the 668 clam buyers in the database do not handle
hard clams although they do handle other types of
clams (e.g., ocean quahog, surf clams, soft-shelled
clams, etc.). Assuming that the percentage of firms
which do not handle hard clams in the total database
is comparable to that of survey respondents, the
number of hard clam buyers in the four regions is
estimated at 565.

The first mailing of the survey took place in mid-
August 1992 using a self-mailer format comprised
of two panels. One panel contained an explanation
of project sponsors and survey purpose. Anonymity
was not promised to survey participants. The
second panel contained the survey, retum mail
information, as well as the buyer’s mail label which
enabled firm-level racking of responses. A
followup postcard was mailed two weeks later. A
third mailing of the survey as a certified letier two
weeks later was originally planned. Previous
research indicates that such a mailing can signifi-
cantly increase the response rate (Dillman, 1978).
However, the third mailing was canceled due to
inadequacy of budgeted funds to cover the large
number of non-responsive buyers. Returned surveys
which did not report whether the buyer currently
purchases farm-raised hard clams and the amount of
hard clams currently purchased were eliminated
from consideration.

Results and Discussion

Response Rate and Respondent
Characteristics

A total of 67 seafood buyers returned usable sur-
veys. Assuming a population of 565 buyers, the
response rate was 12%.

The vast majority of buyers surveyed are in close
proximity to Northeast cultured hard clam produc-
ers. Forty-eight percent of clam buyers surveyed are
located in the Mid-Atlantic (New Jersey, New YoIK,
Pennsylvania, Maryland, and District of Columbia);
30% in New England (Connecticut, Rhode Island,
Massachusetts, Maine, and Vermont); 12% in the
Mid-West (Illinois, Indiana, lowa, Kentucky,
Michigan, Wisconsin, and Ohio); and 7% in the
South Atlantic (Virginia, North Carolina, and South
Carolina).

Information about company function is available for
81% of the clam buyers (Figure 1). The vast
majority of all firms, 79%, are wholesalers, the
primary market for cultured hard clam producers.

Figure 1 - Functions of Hard
Clam Buyers Surveyed
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Table 1. Number of Hard Clam Buyers by Company Function and Region

Mid-Atlantic New England Midwest SouthAtiantic Total
Producer 4 & 1 1 12
Processor 8 10 2 2 20
Wholesailer 30 13 7 3 53
Broker 1 3 1 1 6
Exporter 6 4 1 0 11
Importer 5 5 2 1 13
Restaurant 1 1 2 1 5
Fish Market 12 4 3 2 21
No Response 5 1 o 0 6

The total for all categories exceeds 100% because
many companies have more than one function. The
number of hard clam buyers surveyed by company

function and region is provided in Table 1.

Information about the sales territory is available for
88% of the buyers surveyed (Figure 2). Approxi-
mately one-third have sales territories in each of four
categories: local, intrastate (widely within state),
interstate, and multi-state. An additional 19 percent

have international sales. Again, the total for all

Figure 2 - Sales Territory of
Hard Clam Buyers Surveyed
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categories exceeds 100% due to the fact that many
companies report more than one sales territory.

Annual dollar sales are available for 55% of the
buyers surveyed (Figure 3). The buyers vary in size.
About 35% of all buyers surveyed have annual sales
of $2 million or more. It should be noted, however,
that many of the companies have multiple functions,
the annual sales is a total across all functions, and
hard clams may not be a significant percentage of

total company sales.

Figure 3 - Annual Dollar Sales
of Hard Clam Buyers Surveyed
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Level of Buyer Demand

The total weekly hard clam orders of the 67 buyers,
assuming a 400 count for littlenecks, 250 count for
topnecks, 175 count for cherrystones, and 100 count
for chowders to convert any orders reported in
bushels, is 2.9 million clams. This estimate is likely
to be conservative. New Jersey suppliers report that
counts of 700 for littlenecks, SO0 for topnecks, 250
for cherrystones, and 100 to 200 for chowders are
commonly expected by wholesalers from producers.
Using these counts to convert any orders reported in
bushels, the total weekly hard clam orders of the 67
buyers is nearly 4 million clams.

Of the total weekly hard clam orders, 33% are
placed by Mid-Atlantic buyers and 56% by New
England buyers (Figure 4). The regional distribu-
tion of hard clam buyers and weekly hard clam
orders is given in Figure 5. The average weekly
orders of New England buyers are larger than in any
other region, including the Mid-Atlantic.

Figure 4 - Geographic Distribution of

Weekly Hard Clam Orders
(number of clams)

South Atlantic

8 New
Atlantic Engjand
1032225 1645470

67 respondents

Weekly hard clam orders are summarized by size in
Table 2; 44% of the orders are littlenecks, 14% are
topnecks, 6% are cherrystones, 5% are chowders,
and 31% are undifferentiated. Eighty-five percent
(57) of buyers purchase littleneck clams. Their
weekly purchases of littlenecks range from 150 to
400,000 clams, and average about 23,000 clams.
About half of the buyers purchase each of the other
three size clams. Weekly purchases of topnecks
range from 100 to 100,000 clams, and average about
12,000 clams. Weekly purchases of cherrystones
range from 120 to 52,500 clams, and average about

Figure 5 - Regional Distribution
of Hard Clam Buyers & Orders
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Table 2. Number of Buyers, Range of Weekly Orders, Average Weekly Order, and

Total Weekly Orders by Size of Hard Clam

Size of Number of Range of Average Total
Hard Clam Buyers Weekly Orders Weekly Order Weekly Orders
Littlenecks 57 150 - 400,000 22,718 1,294,900
Topnecks 35 100 - 100,000 11,976 418,180
Cherrystones 37 120 - 52,500 5175 191,485
Chowders 37 120 - 20,000 3,858 142,770
Undifferentiated 2 150,000 - 750,000 450,000 800,000
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5,000 clams. Weekly purchases of chowders range
from 120 to 20,000 clams, and average 4,000 clams,

Of the 67 buyers, only 34% curmrently buy farm-
raised hard clams. Additional buyers may be buying
farm-raised hard clams but may not be aware that
they are recetving cultured product because cultured
clams often are not differentiated in the marketplace
by shellfish suppliers. About the same percentage
(33%) report that their customers currently pay more
for cultured hard clams. The buyers who are aware
that their are obtaining cultured clams apparently are
differentiating cultured product with their customers
and obtaining a premium price.

There also appears 10 be a significant opportunity to
expand markets for cultured hard clams; 84% of
buyers are interested in being contacted by produc-

Figure 6 - How much more will you
pay for a cultured hard clam?
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ers of cultured hard clams. Buyers were asked to
indicate the maximum additional amount they are
willing to pay for a cultured versus wild clam. Of
the 67 survey respondents, 16% did not answer the
question and 24% would not pay any more. How-
ever, 60% indicated that they would pay more for
cultured hard clams: 30% would pay $.01 to $.02
more, 13% would pay $.03 to $.04 more, and 10%
would pay $.05 more (Figure 6). An additonal 6%
reported that they would pay $.06 more per clam for
a cultured product. :

Factors Affecting Purchase Decisions
The minimum shelflife which the buyers expect for

hard clams varies (Figure 7). Twenty-one percent
expect 6 or fewer days, the majority expect 7 to 12

Figure 7 - Minimum Shelflife Expected
for Hard Clams

15%

10-12 days
25%

65 respondents

days, and fifteen percent expect 14 or more days.
These shelflife expectations are correlated with
company function; wholesaler/distributors tend to
demand 7 or more days, while restaurants and fish
markets tend to require 6 or fewer days.

Buyer responses related to the importance of factors
affecting hard clam purchase decisions, on a five-
point scale from most important tc least important,
are summarized in Figure 8. Sixty-one percent of
buyers report that meat quality is most important.
Shell appearance, year-round availability, and price
are ranked most important by 49%, 43%, and 42%
of the buyers, respectively. Eighty percent of buyers
report that both meat quality and shell appearance
are either most important or second most important
factors affecting their purchase decisions. Other
factors considered important by some buyers are
shelflife/freshness, bed codes/source, delivery
schedutes/reliability, and accurate count.

Figure 8 - Factors Affecting Hard Clam
Purchase Decisions

Meat quaity
Shall appearance
Product safety |
Availabity
Price TeZe3es
Other
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Payment Terms

From the supplier perspective, payment terms are
important considerations in market transactions.
Rapid payment terms are preferable because of the
positive impact on cash available to meet operating
expenses. Payment terms are available for eighty
percent of survey respondents. Twenty-nine percent pay
on delivery and six percent pay within 2-7 days.
Twenty-seven percent pay within 14-15 days, and
eighteen percent pay within 21-30 days (Figure 9).

Conclusions

Results indicate an opportunity to differentiate
cultured hard clams in the market place and to
obtain a premium price if key product attributes are

Figure 9 - On what terms
do you pay suppliers?

on delivery
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14-15 days

21-30 days
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67 respondents

satisfied. The survey results indicate high buyer
interest in New Jersey cultured hard clams. Of the
67 buyers, one-third currently buy farm-raised hard
clams and have customers who pay more for cul-
tured hard clams. Eighty percent are interested in
being contacted by New Jersey hard clam suppliers.
More than half indicate that they will pay from $.01
to $.05 more for cultured product. More buyers
rank meat quality and shell appearance as most
important than they do price as factors affecting
their purchase decisions of hard clams.

Because anonymity was not promised 1o survey
participants, caution should be exercised in extrapo-
lating survey results to the total hard clam buyer
population. Standard survey practice, which prom-
ises anonymity of individual responses in the
publication of results, is presumed to increase
survey participation and accuracy of information
provided. However, anonymity of individual
responses would have eliminated the usefulness of
the survey in providing specific trade leads to New
Jersey cultured hard clam producers. Because 85%
of the survey respondents indicated an interest in
being contacted by cultured hard clam suppliers,
these results provide insights into the buying
preferences of hard clam buyers with expressed
interest in alternative sources of cultured product.
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Appendix I

Hard Clam Buyers Who Participated in 1992 Rutgers

Cultured Hard Clam Survey

New England

American Mussel Harvesters, Peace Dale, RI
Atlantis Seafoods, Monument Beach, MA
Boston Fish Wholesale, Pittsfield, MA
Cotuit Oyster Company, Cotuit, MA

DiMare Seafoods Company, Revere, MA
Fish’s, Narragansett, RI

Galilean Seafood Corporation, Bristol, RI
Great Northern Products, Warwick, RI
Greenwich Bay Clam, East Greenwich, RI
Howard Mallowes & Sons, Marion, MA
King Neptune Seafood, Worcester, MA
Maxwell’s Mussels, Boxford, MA

Michael Bymes Seafood, South Boston, MA
Mullaney’s Harborside, Scitnate, MA
National P.O.P. Marketing Company, Waterbury, CT
Pheips-Grace Company, East Providence, RI
Plymouth Fish Market, Plymouth, MA

Point Judith Shellfish Company, Boston, MA
R&D Seafood, Woonsocket, RI

Ray’s Seafood Market, Burlington, VT
Sebasco Wharf, Sebasco Estates, ME
Westport Marine Specialties, Westport, MA

Mid-Atlantic

Aheam’s Seafood Market, Waretown, NJ

B.G. Lobster & Shrimp Company, New York, NY
Bay Ridge Fish Market, Brooklyn, NY

Black Tiger Company, Manasquan, NJ

Cannon Seafoods, Washington, DC

Cantanzaro Seafood, Cliffside Park, NJ

Captain Bill’s Fish Market, Glen Cove, NY
Deep Sea Warwick, Warwick, NY

Eastern Quahog, Saint James, NY

Elmira Sea Food, Elmira, NY

Filbert’s Seafood, Reading, PA

Flower’s Shellfish Distributors, Bayville, NY
Geneva Seafood & Fish Company, Geneva, NY

H&G Distributing, Bensalem, PA

Jordan’s Lobster Dock, Brooklyn, NY
Helmrich’s Seafood, Williamsport, PA
Lobster Trap, East Rochester, NY

Long Island Seafood, Bayshore, NY
Montauk Seafood Company, New York, NY
Moniclair Seafoods, Montclair, NJ

M&:S Distributing Company, Harrisburg, PA
M.Winters Seafoods, Jersey City, NJ

New Jersey Shellfish, Westville, NJ

Pisces Seafood Services, Toms River, NJ
Poritzky’s Meat Company, Peekskill, NY
Ritter Foods, Elizabeth, NJ

Shelco Seafood, Hollidaysburg, PA

Twin County Grocers, Edison, NJ

United Shellfish, Grasonville, MD

US Food Products, Moonachie, NJ
Wescoville Seafood, Wescoville, PA

White Cap Seafoods, Islip, NY

South Atlantic

Carolina Atlantic Seafood Enterprises, Morehead City, NC

Crosby’s Seafood, Charleston, SC
H.M.Terry Company, Willis Wharf, VA
Sea Island Seafood, Frogmore, SC
Zora’s Seafood Market, Wilmington, NC

Midwest

Edwin Plitt & Sons, Chicago, IL

Empire Fish Company, Milwaukee, W1

Foremost Seafood, Kettering, OH

I-Mark Seafood, Grandville, MI

Mr.Dee’s Seafood ‘N’ Things, Ann Arbor, MI

RB Lester Company, Evansville, IN

Specialties ET-R House of Seafood, Lexington, KY
Waterfront Seafood Market, West Des Moines, [A
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