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PANIC AT THE MARKET
People with celiac disease, an autoimmune disorder, are required to adhere strictly to a gluten-free diet.  The less inclined they are to preparing meals the more they rely on processed foods.  Since “the diet is the cure,” and an estimated 1:133 Americans has the disease, there is a growing and a got-to-have-it-now demand for gluten-free foods.  This scenario has led to hoarding.
In this case, hoarding is the guarding of food.  Hoarders find a product they like at a store and clear the shelf, because "It might not be there next time I go."  Then, the next shopper is dejected to see that the product is not available and has to wait until the next shipment.  Then, that person hoards in the next store visit just in case.  This is a really common occurrence and a big problem that may make stores, distributors, and manufacturers look bad, because they're not keeping up with demand.

Tammy, a frustrated celiac, states “When I find a product I really like, but find later that the store is either out of it or has quit selling it, I almost take it personally.  I already feel like an outcast, because I can’t have what others can.”  She admits to the tendency to hoard, but “I take only what I need and leave some for others.”

Nick at New Frontiers, a health food store in San Luis Obispo, CA, states that he receives a lot of complaints and hears a lot of frustration from customers when they see that products are out of stock.  He could order products in larger quantities than usual, but then he risks having the food go bad if it is not purchased.  Limited shelf space is an issue, too.  Nick recommends that people call ahead to check on product stock, particularly if customers have a long drive to the store, and order ahead in bulk, which typically results in a 10% discount.

Representatives at two distributors I called said that they were unaware of

gluten-free food hoarding and therefore were unaffected by it.  They said that they were keeping up with retailers’ demands; similarly, I was told that suppliers were keeping up with distributors’ demands.


Jim Garsow, director of marketing for TH Foods, said that hoarding makes it really difficult to predict buying behavior since it is a sporadic event.  “There really is no one to ‘blame’ in the out-of-stock situation that is common with specialty products that are sold to natural food stores (where one finds the majority of gluten-free products).  This is inherent in the specialty nature of these products and gluten-free food is a niche of a niche.”  He adds, “Every step of the process (store, distributor and manufacturer) has a forecast demand component.  Sales forecasts are always wrong and each level relies on one based on sales from the previous level in the system.”

Larger stores like Costco and Sam’s Club can weather this behavior, because they have more shelf space, a larger warehouse, and enough stock to make it almost impossible to “clear a shelf.”  Whereas, small independent retailers can only order what they think will be purchased in a short period of time.  The grocery manager of another large retailer told me that he does not notice hoarding and believes that it is because his customers are very educated about the gluten-free diet.  He said that many people order in bulk.

It seems the people most affected by hoarding are the hoarders themselves.  The people who hear the most complaints about food not being available are the small, independent retailers.  To remedy the situation shoppers should take what they need and leave some for others, shop online, and/or order in bulk from local retailers.  With the growing demand for gluten-free food comes the growing number of gluten-free manufacturers.  Therefore, there is no need to worry about food running out.  Besides, there are always fruits and vegetables.
