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Frugal in  fashion

Bargain retailers reach for market share as
consumers hold back
Jaclyn Trop / The Detroit News

Retailers hyping their discount bins, offering more coupons and touting additional savings are tapping into

what penny-pinching shoppers have known all along: There ain't no shame in that game.

Though discounters -- Wal-Mart aside -- did not weather the holiday shopping season as strongly as

analysts predicted, merchants in Metro Detroit and across the country are attracting shoppers by appealing

to a shifting consumer mindset that prizes value and price above all else.

As frugality and thrift become buzzwords for customers "trading down" to bargain-oriented retailers, the

ability to cater to these shoppers will determine whether discount stores retain them -- and their dollars --

when the economy picks up again.

"Last year, it was considered kind of bad to be frugal, but now it's hip," said

Tom Aiello, a spokesman for Hoffman Estates, Ill.-based Sears Holdings

Corp., which also owns Kmart.

While Neiman Marcus, Saks Fifth Avenue and other luxury department

stores have reported double-digit sales declines, discount retailers known for

quality merchandise at rock-bottom prices such as Marshall's, T.J. Maxx,

Kmart and Kohl's are emerging atop the retail pecking order, a

reconfiguration likely to endure the economic downturn.

However, those discounters "won't always be on top of the pile" if they don't

understand the consumer, said Michael Bernacchi, a University of Detroit

marketing professor.

Sears revived its layaway program in November after nearly 20 years and

introduced a new mobile shopping network, Sears 2 Go, in response to

customer demand for those amenities, according to Aiello.

"We're listening more intently," he said, "and helping people have a good life

in tough economic times."

Pulling back from the edge
Market research suggests that shoppers are pulling back from a lifestyle of

consumption, debt and maximum credit card limits. More than half of

consumers (55 percent) agreed that "the Depression values of past

generations are making a real comeback," according to a report by New

York market research consultant GfK Custom Research North America.

Meanwhile, 61 percent agreed that "the events of the past few months have

permanently changed people's attitudes about money and buying."

Nora Yanez of Westland, for example, now shops at Kohl's and Kmart

instead of the JC Penney, Macy's and the Sears stores she favored at Metro

Detroit malls and shopping centers until a few months ago.

"You want to keep up with the fashion and what's out, but you're not just

going to throw away money," she said.

The court translator said she was pleasantly surprised by the quality and merchandise selection at the

discount stores, especially when she found a wall hanging she liked at Bed, Bath & Beyond for half-price at

Kohl's.

Meijer Inc., a Grand Rapids-based grocer and discount retailer with stores throughout Metro Detroit, has

seen an influx of shoppers paying greater attention to bargain and value, according to spokeswoman Stacie

Behler.

"I think the reality is it's going to be some time before people aren't as strategic about spending their

money," Behler said.

Marmaxx Group, the Framingham, Mass. owner of discount clothiers T.J. Maxx and Marshall's, has

emerged from economic downturns in the early 1990s and in 2001 with a stronger, wider customer base,

said Sherry Lang, a spokeswoman.

"We tend to attract customers who stay with us even as times get better," Lang said. "Historically, once a

new customer finds us, she stays with us."

Retailers can find longevity and "counteract the fad nature of thriftiness" with advertising campaigns that

Bargain retailers reach for market share as consumers hold back ... http://detnews.com/apps/pbcs.dlłarticle?AID=/20090122/BIZ/9...

2 of 5 1/23/09 9:14 AM



Article Tools: Print Email Comment

In the Blogs...

Tom Long's Mostly Movies
Tom Long: This year's Oscar race for best
picture will likely come down to politics vs.
fun. In any other year I'd say politics would

win. But this year fun has a chance. I am … Continued

Detroit City Hall Insider
Leonard N. Fleming: Down in the polls and
facing some tough odds against
bigger-named candidates, the Rev. Nicholas
Hood III has lost his campaign manager just a month
before the Feb. 24th … Continued

Daniel Howes' Blog
Daniel Howes: What's with Dave Bing? In
the same conversation today he said -- gasp!
-- he'd insist on a strict ethics policy should

be elected mayor, and, second, that he'd assume …
Continued

More blogs

emphasize discovery, said New York behavioral psychologist Matt Wallaert.

"Now, thrifty is smart. Thrifty is in. It allows people to display their intelligence in a creative way. It's about

doing more with less," Wallaert said

'Price, price and price'
Retailers can begin developing customer loyalty by integrating Web and traditional brick-and-mortar

operations, and offering exemplary customer service, Bernacchi said. Taking advantage of holiday

marketing opportunities throughout the calendar year could also give stores a competitive advantage.

"Every month has a number of reasons to shop," he said.

Target is reaching out to customers on the Web through weekly e-mail circulars and in stores with more

aggressive "value pricing" on end-cap displays, said spokeswoman Jana O'Leary.

The retailer's focus is on showing how consumers can find budget solutions "without having to endure a

complete lifestyle makeover."

Wal-Mart has seen an uptick in shopper traffic to all of its departments, particularly electronics and

groceries, according to spokesman John Simley. "More people are shopping more of the store more often,"

he said.

Though money-saving items like food storage containers and do-it-yourself oil change kits are popular,

luxuries such as flat panel television sets, laptops and GPS devices still sell, Simley said.

Encouraging the flow of shopper dollars is a top priority for retailers, Bernacchi said. "The three most

important things are price, price and price."
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