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Will new, open-platform hand-held computing empower
a new generation of retail merchandisers?
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In the Store

The Body Electric

By JAMES TENSER

art-human, part-machine, a new retail
merchandising force is preparing to
invade retail stores throughout the
country.

It is being driven by astonishing advances in
portable computing power and equally aston-
ishing reductions in hardware costs -- and is
fueled by escalating demands from brand mar-
keters for sharper execution and more timely
and complete field reporting.

With huge sums being spent on category
planning and promotion, both timely, high-
quality retail execution and detailed, rapid
information retrieval are critical to realizing a
return on those investments. Retail merchandis-
ing services companies and food brokers are
taking serious steps to empower their field
organizations with advanced communications
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Advantage Sales & Marketing, a regional

food broker based in Irvine, Calif., announced
in December that it had firm plans to move its
existing sales and field automation system to
Internet-based communications.

The changes, beginning this month, are
expected to lower data communication costs
and permit two-way connectivity to be extend-
ed economically beyond Advantage’s sales rep-
resentatives to its field merchandisers, as well.

While Advantage began implementing its
enterprisewide field merchandising system in
January 1997, new modules based on Microsoft
Windows CE software technology will permit
further expansion this year, said Kevin Paugh,
senior vice president and chief information offi-
cer.

He said the company was getting ready to
test Pro/Pocket, a CE-based software module
from Inactix International, Norcross, Ga.,
which is designed to run on the latest generation
of handheld personal computers (HPCs). When
fully realized, the system will permit field mer-
chandisers, sales representatives, headquarters
personnel and manufacturer principals secure
Internet access to a common server containing
category management, sales and field execution
data.

Certified Marketing Services, Kinderhook,
N.Y., a third-party retail merchandising servic-
es company, is also continuing to test and eval-
uate computer-based solutions for its field rep-
resentatives, says Alan Strick, director of mer-
chandising sales and service. Certified last eval-
uated handheld technologies about a year ago,
he says.

“They seem terrific, but they can represent a
gigantic cost and big logistics issue. If you have
1,500 people to deploy, you've got to upload
code on very frequent basis.”

The cost of deploying HPCs to a field force
the size of Certified’s could easily top $2 mil-
lion once all hardware, software, training and
ongoing costs are figured in, he says.

Price competition for merchandising con-
tracts being what it is, Certified has for now
chosen to remain with a combination of tech-
nologies to retrieve information from the filed
with speed and efficiency.

Central to its approach is a simple paper
“bubble” form, on which field reps blacken lit-
tle circles to answer questions about shelf con-
ditions in stores. But there is a high-tech twist:

“The field form becomes the tool” says
Strick. “It is filled out, then transmitted back to
us as an image, which can be scanned by the
computer.” The responses are added instantly to
the project database, where they can be
accessed by managers and client brand mar-
keters.

By searching the responses for exceptions,
the hybrid system allows Certified to alert cus-
tomers about shelf problems such as out-of-
stocks on the same day they are detected by the
field merchandisers. This can be especially crit-
ical for closely timed new product releases,
such as videos, where the standard of excel-
lence is to place displays in 95% of authorized
stores on the street date. It is becoming com-
mon practice to deploy teams to fix the other
5% the following day.

While such rapid-fire efforts may be expensive,
the payoff for the studios is clear: The selling
window for most video releases is brief, with
new competitive titles always lurking around
the corner. Missing even a few critical early
days of sales can have a serious impact on vol-
ume and profits. Retailers rightly insist on on-
time deployment of displays and new items for
similar reasons.

These days, manufacturers and retailers are
also demanding a strict accounting of perform-
ance, which poses a further challenge to mer-
chandising services firms. Purveyors of hand-
held computer technology are stepping up to
help meet that challenge.

“What field organizations want the most is
to be able to have faster information turn-
around,” says Pelin Wood, business develop-
ment manager at Wright Strategies, La Jolla,
Calif., which markets field computing and com-
munications solutions for the retail merchandis-
ing industry, “because it’s being demanded of
them by the manufacturers or by their own
internal marketing groups.

“Second is they don’t just want data, they
want information from the field. They want pre-
dictive capabilities, so they will know how to
plan future sales and marketing strategies. It’s
not just about reducing out-of-stocks, they also
want to be able to figure out future planograms
or how to beat competition
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Many of the new HPCs -- from manufactur-
ers like Casio, Sharp, Hewlett-Packard, and
Novatel Wireless, are designed to run
Microsoft’s Windows CE, a pared-down ver-
sion of the Ubiquitous desktop operating sys-
tem, which has lower power requirements, but
which also supports pen-based computing.

Units which run version 2.0 of the CE oper-
ating system, some with color screens, are
expected to reach the mass market in early
1998. Several were demonstrated at Comdex,
and also at the Association of Sales &



Merchandising Cos.” Business Forum in
December. Some have built-in modems ore
wireless connectivity. One even incorporates a
digital camera on a plug-in module.

Already proven in the consumer market by
such successful products as 3Com’s Pilot
organizer and others, pen-based computing
offers a needed degree of utility for so-called
“vertical” business markets like retail merchan-
dising. Fast, drop-down menus are easily navi-
gated and forms can be completed rapidly with
a few strokes of the stylus.

Companies like Wright Strategies, Intactix,
and RW Information Technologies Corp.. are
stepping up with pen-based applications
designed for the CE platform.

Bruce Nagle, principal at San Ramon,
Calif.-based RW, says his company has com-
mitted to CE and has worked closely with
Microsoft to develop pen-based field merchan-
dising solutions that are market-ready today. Its

software package, RW3 for Windows CE, was
selected by Microsoft for its global Windows
CE sales force, as part of a demonstration pack-
age Microsoft calls “Arcadia Bay.”

Major food brokers, such as Marketing
Specialists, Dallas, and Sell Group, Cincinnati,
have recently run advertisements in
Supermarket News touting the enhanced serv-
ice capabilities they can provide using RW3 for
Windows CE.

In its ad copy, Marketing Specialists promis-
es, “Live database of your store conditions from

coast-to-coast; Immediate access -- anytime,
anywhere (thanks to RW3’s open architecture);
Instant visibility of new items, promotion exe-
cution, and more; Faster reporting than syndi-
cated data.”

Such service claims are clearly raising the
competitive bar among field merchandising
suppliers. No longer satisfied with inexpensive,
“arms and legs” who can execute in-store tasks,

brand marketers are demanding high-quality
information retrieval and accountability.

Two years ago, many retail merchandising
firms were meeting such information retrieval
requests by investing in interactive voice
response technology, which allowed field reps
to dial in their reports by responding to ques-
tions using the telephone keypad. Responses
were then tallied on the headquarters server
computer for rapid use.

Others invested in high-end, proprietary
handheld solutions, from companies like
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Telxon, Symbol Technologies, Fujitsu or
Norand, but their costs generally limited their

use to supervisory personnel.
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