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POP’s Internet bubble?

head to head

David Williams, founding partner
of digital POP company I1Q Group,
and Mark Ransome, director pf
POP designer Antone, debate
whether new media POP has a
long-term future

To set the parameters. How do you
define new media POP?

DW: the traditional definition of POP is any form of
advertising in the retail environment designed to
encourage sales. New media, or digital POP is about
new ways to communicate with consumers.

MR: Basically it includes some form of electronics
equipment. Such as a screen or interactive element,
as distinct from static POP.

Is it all hype?

MR: Itis hyped up but it not all hype. As with anything
new, there is an element which says it is a revolution
that is going to sweep the floor of anything that has
gone before.

DW: I don't believe it is hype but the problem is that
in so many areas of traditional POP the conversation
is always about the means rather than the end result.
People forget the bottom line. And the bottom line
is selling more product and reaching consumers in
different way. This is a new way.

MR: The technology is fantastic and is being
developed in all sorts of directions but unless there
is some commercial value it is pretty pointless. You
could come up with the best-developed idea, an all-
singing. all-dancing, completely interactive and
wonderful device. But if the cost in relation to the
maximum anticipated increase in sales a retailer
and brand could expect is so high that it is prohibitive,
than the whole thing is a waste of time. Cost is the
critical factor.

So is digital POP cost-effective?

DW: | believe new media solutions will be extremely
cost-effective. However, the problem with any form
of technology is always the high upfront cost. There
is likely to be an enormous outlay in the first instance,
whether it is in hardware, writing software or
designing and creating the housing in which to hold
the unitary. But believe the overall cost-effectiveness
of the medium is unquestionably lower than in
traditional forms of advertising, including POP.

MR: The fact we are coming out of a depression,
albeit a fairly shallow one for our industry, has meant
margins have been squeezed for all POP suppliers
and R&D budgets customers would invest in this
sort of technology have also been squeezed. So
that initial upfront cost becomes a problem. There
is a small group of brands retailers that can make
use of different types of new media. If you are a
global player and can order in the thousands or tens
of thousands, your upfront cost can be manageable.
But it has always been that way. It is no different
than any new initiative in POP.



What areas of traditional POP will be
affected?

DW: | don’t think anything interactive or electronic
will replace product-carrying displays, with the
possible exception of bulky goods, such as white
goods, where you need a massive showroom to
show the whole range. You could kill the showroom
and simply have an interactive kiosk. Where we will
see the difference is print based media printed
graphics or posters. | am aware of 50 UK screen
trials and generally they are putting across a
background advertising message that might have
previously been carried by a poster ore cardboard
standee, or putting across promotions that might
have been shown on a paper poster. You can see
when you go to the trade shows the number of
printers looking at getting into the new media area.
They feel most threatened. But this technology will
not replace traditional POP, the two will work hand
in hand. We will be taking money from TV advertising,
which all us in POP have been trying to do for years.

Are your clients
asking for new
media solutions?

MR: At the moment,

we have two retail

customers developing

displays involving

plasma screens. Both

are exciting but niche.

They are major

department chains and

at best will roll out to a

dozen flagship stores.

We also have one

world-wide brand

developing a digital

shelf pricing system

that centrally co-

ordinates 10,000-plus

locations. But unless

you are talking these

volumes, the sheer set-

up cost of this type of

exercise is prohibitive

for most brands. Even

confectionery

companies with

product in thousands

of environments, they

are squeezing

suppliers down

pennies for traditional

print POP, so asking

them to justify putting

in the equipment to

play these sort of games is going to be difficult. I'm
not saying it won’t happen. If volume goes up and
unit price goes down, There will be interesting
initiatives but it needs to start with major players
showing the way forward, otherwise smaller chains
and brands will never embrace it.

DW: We are a 10-mounth-old business and started
purely to use new technologies. We have a portfolio

of 50 briefs at the moment. Granted we have not
got lots of business yet but these are from every
one of the biggest retailers and brands in the land.
What you are seeing is an involvement with a system
of digital advertising on a network basis. If retailers
recognize a way to improve their promotional activity
in store using electronics and persuade brands to
buy advertising space, they will rise to the top of the
tree.

MR: Yes, but of these 50 initiatives a large element
is flirting out of pure interest, and will commercially
never justify the investment. It is common knowledge,
shopper behavior decisions are being made faster
in store — it is about a quick hit and simple messages.
If we are going to get more sophisticated and more
interesting, we could be taking away from the main
message, which is the product shouting off the shelf.
There is a three-second period to purchase biscuits.
If the customer is looking at an ad for something
else the brand is possibly just shooting itself in the
foot.

DW: this is exactly why so many of the screen-
based network trials are not succeeding. Most people
think of plasma. They put big plasma screens in and
run ambient messages. It's like wallpaper, like
‘muzak’, with no promotional activity. We are
developing digital POP at the shelf edge so it is
within the line of vision. There are many business
models floating about but the retailer will typically



invest what will be undoubtedly millions of pounds
in hardware and infrastructure. But they will get a
payback in an enormously short space of time. We
reckon they will recover the costs of hardware in
less than three years, possibly a year, because
brands will be carrying out their own promotions
electronically and instantly, which will increase sales.
There will be payback in increased sales, and in
some cases in saving on traditional posters and
cardboard display materials, the logistics of installing
and the opportunity to sell third-part advertising
space. It's about retailer as media owner.

What about management issues then?

MR: there must be concern from retailers that the
ongoing maintenance and running of the medium
could be onerous for them. If there is a problem with
traditional 2D POP it can be put in a cardboard box
and sent in the post. Now we are talking about
requiring skilled technicians.

DW: There are companies that are network operators
who will be contracted to handle all this for the
retailers, to supply the hardware, manage software,
maintain software online. For hardware there is a
simple four-hour replacement if a screen goes down.
As far as content management goes, the retailer
will probably want to organize this itself but we could
look after it for them. Retailers will have to take on
board new skills and there will be new job titles. A
few years ago who had ever heard of space
planners? We may see network operators/controllers
— individuals whose role will be to manage all
advertising and promotional messages going onto
screens. The management systems will be controlled
from a single point, from a desktop in the branch or
at head office. It may involve just one extra person
in head office. A POP manager of a retail chain now
dealing with artwork and print may find himself
dealing with a brand or brand’s agencies in terms
of co-ordinating their input and looking at scheduling
and how messages are projected.

Are there sectors where traditional POP
is more suitable?

MR: 1 think inevitably, because of the high capital
outlay, it will tend to go into highly profitable areas,
such as cosmetics departments. But brands and
retailers have played with all sorts of technology
here: lighting, interactive signage, even kiosks which
puff out the whiff of the chosen fragrance. There are
gimmicks, they have not sold any more cosmetics.
There is a lot of evidence to support staff and training
of the personnel that are selling that particular brand
and indeed, to take David’s point the other way, the
traditional marketing support of TV advertising.

DW: I think it’s timing Mark. You may say it is a
gimmick but today two of my colleagues are
presenting exactly this concept to one of the biggest
cosmetic houses in the world. Think of Woolworth’s
mulled wine at Christmas, a super-market bakery

and Superdrug’s aroma of chocolate around
Valentines.

MR: You can always point to the use of every type
of technology within flagship stores but in reality, for
it to take off, it needs to be rolled out in a multiple
way like traditional POP, so suppliers can see their
investment reward. While it is still a novelty it will
only sit on Oxford Street. Persuading customers to
put it into their Barrow-in-Furness store, that's where
the commercial value becomes quite tasty.

DW: | don’t disagree that many areas of technology
are viewed as gimmicks and that it will take time.
But prices are coming down and screen advertising
networks are here. Within the next 12 months, we
will see a break-through. It is the start of a whole
new area of POP and a whole new area of
advertising, there is a degree of inevitability about
that.

MR: Can you argue that a shelf-edge digital screen
grabs the attention of a customer more than a 6ft
highly coloured blade with Kit Kat or McVitie’s
shouting at you? The cost is minimal and it can be
refreshed with something in a different shape and
format next week.

DW: To refresh that you have to go through artwork,
cutters, Print, distribution, delivery and installation.

MR: The costs are very low now for this.

DW: Yes, but with this digital network we can format
an ad and transmit it down line to a screen within
seconds.

Is new media POP’s Internet bubble?

DW: No. With the Internet it was not tangible and,
like Wild West settlers, businesses were reserving
plots of land for the future and not knowing what
they were going to do with them. Digital POP has
been tested for some time and | strongly believe its
time has come. | have spent my whole life in in-
store marketing, shifting products and that is exactly
what | am doing today/ | have just come across a
new way of doing it. We will demonstrate that tangible
sales increases can be generated. Give us six to
12 months.

MR: | would not suggest it is likened to the Internet
bubble at all. But | urge caution on those embarking
on projects that involve new media and also those
supplying the industry with new technology. It has
to be done well, be proven to be cost-effective and
increase sales. Companies must be careful of
producing equipment or content that is inappropriate
and burns customers. All it will take is major retailers
and brands to reject it as a fad and this view will
negatively spread like wildfire. There must be
research and it must be done properly if there is to
be a constructive way forward.



