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WHAT’S NEXT

he estimates, as they read labels more
carefully. That sounds like it might be
a good thing for retailers. But Under-
hill says people are more frequently
discarding items in other parts of the
store, particularly near the cashreg-
ister. “They are trading out or experi-
encing buyer’s remorse,” he says.

Then there is the matter of choice:
Underhill says some shoppers can’t
deal with it, and if the item isn’t ane-
cessity, they’ll just walk away. “Mer -
chants have to take some control over
the consumer’s eye,” he says. “Putup a
sign that says ‘Our Best Seller’ or ‘Our
Best Student Computer’”

With all of this in mind, Underhill

' and I go shopping at Manhattan’s Time
| Warner Center. Our first stop is Whole
| Foods, aretailer known for trying to

| entice shoppers with “good stories”

about its products. A large sign over
the red kale and rainbow chard is titled

| “Why Buy Organic.” The explanation
| is probably too long for most people

toread, he says, but that’s O.K. It’s
meant to make shoppers feel they’re

. buying something valuable, maybe
| doing something virtuous. We walk by

a small sign stuck into a pile of Rus-

- sian Banana fingerling potatoes that
| reads “How cute are these?” Underhill

loves it. “These are more expensive
than Idaho potatoes, so they’re trying
to find creative ways of getting you to
trade up or try something new.”
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The Measure of Success
In his final speech as CEO of
Wal-Mart Stores, delivered on
Jan. 12, H. Lee Scott Jr. had
some advice for other retailers. :
Noting that Wal-Mart sales of flat- |
panel TVs jumped 25% during a
single week in January, he said
shoppers will spend, but only on a
few specific items. “And when
you are 1/32 of an inch off, you
don't have any sales," he added.

To view a video of his talk, go to [
http://bx.businessweek.com/
wal-mart/reference/

Then he notices a woman by the
meat counter. “Sixty-one percent
of the time she spends here is after
she gives her order,” he says. “While
she’s waiting, they want to give her...
alesson on what she might spend her
money on next time.” The subject
of this particular lesson, written on
ablackboard, is dry-aged beef. And
scrawled on the display case glass: “NY
Strip Steaks, $11.99 a pound.” “Writing
on the glass suggests it’s new,” Under-
hill says approvingly. “It might be there
24/7, but it looks like someone might
have written it 10 minutes ago.”

When Underhill talks to his clients
about signs, he is concerned with
what he calls the dropout rate, or the
percentage of people who don’t read
through an important piece of infor-
mation. When there’s a problem, it’s
because the signisn’t in a place where
people feel comfortable stopping, or
it’s facing the wrong way, or the text
is not big, simple, or helpful enough.
That this sounds as much like com-
mon sense as science doesn’t trouble
Underhill. “The obvious isn’t always
apparent,” he likes to say.

Underhill’s work for a spice maker
is an excellent case in point. The com-
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Shoppers use the area just inside
a store’s entrance as a decom-
pression zone. They won'’t notice
signs put there.

Americans naturally turn right as
they walk further into a store.

Customers respond best when
employees greet them about a
minute after they enter.

pany had designed a pricey display for
supermarkets, and Envirosell was hired
to see how shoppers responded. The
prototype categorized the bottles as
spices, extracts, essences, or flavor-
ings, and had no noticeable effect
on sales. As Underhill writes in his
recently updated book, Why We Buy:
The Science of Shopping, the distinc-
tions the company was making were
meaningless to shoppers. “Who cares
what it is? What it does to food, how it
tastes and smells, are all that counts.”
We move on to Williams-Sonoma,
aretailer Underhill says “gives good
store” We stop at a display of Peugeot

| pepper mills with a sign about grinding

| fresh pepper. The company says such
| signs are intended to educate shoppers.

Underhill says they also help justify the
prices. This sign is a bit long. Underhill
figures it should be a 15-second read,

| which means about 30 words. This one
| has100. “They could do a better job

| of matching the opportunity with the

| message,’ he says. |BW|
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| analyze videotape

| shot inside stores, watch a video report at
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