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IN-STORE MARKETING
Gary Smith, CEO
Encore Associates
Altierre Electronic Shelf Labels

Electronic shelf labels are the next big thing in retail technology - at least, that's what we've been hearing for the last 20 years. But some significant obstacles have stood in the way: wired or older wireless technology, poor battery life, difficult administration, the requirement to use error prone labor-intensive paper overlays. Cost per tag has also been an obstacle, one that has helped limit adoption to jurisdictions with item-pricing laws.

But the cost/benefit ratio now makes sense, says Gary Smith, CEO of Encore Associates, a San Ramon, Calif.-based consultancy to retail and consumer products companies and an affiliate of Altierre Corp., an electronic-shelf label and radio-frequency company. Technology has progressed to the point that Altierre can produce more robust miniature displays at a far lower cost, 
with much improved, 4- to 5-year battery life, centralized management and no manual steps to maintain. 

So these next-generation ESLs can finally deliver the benefits long-attributed to the technology, Smith says. Chief among them is making the entire price and promotions update process "push-button," eliminating manual updates of price labels every week, an error-prone, repetitious task that few store associates are eager to perform. Since ESLs are getting data from the same source as the POS, consistent prices are guaranteed, eliminating the customer aggravating, and sometimes illegal, problem the consumer press calls scanner error. According to Encore, the solution increases net margin significantly. The ESLs can be administered centrally, so price changes are enacted simultaneously across the chain. "This gives you the ability to consider an entirely new business model with regard to pricing and promotions, because of the ability to price and appropriately message items according to market conditions on a more timely basis," Smith says. Altierre also establishes a radio-frequency platform on which retailers can deploy other RF applications often simply by adding new software, he adds.

The Altierre ESL is essentially a miniature computer screen, so the retailer can create a series of templates for the tag content, design them remotely on a computer and download them to the tags. A competitive differentiator, says Smith, is the fact that it's one display rather than a segmented display panel, giving more design flexibility, and that no paper overlay is required. Generating and applying paper overlays defeats the purpose of a paperless solution and does not provide an ROI, he says.

The tags are linked to an ultra-low-power wireless network powered by an Altierre label in store server. A few long range access points in the ceiling - or the retailer's own RF network - cover a 60,000-square-foot store with 40,000-plus ESLs. A software gateway connected to the retailer's headquarters manages information.

To set up a newly installed display, the VAR uses a handheld device to activate the tag and associate it with the product on the shelf. That establishes that the particular tag will display the latest information available for that item as price and description are updated. The ESLs can be put in an ordering mode to allow ordering of selected items.

Encore and Altierre are currently in pilot mode with multiple large supermarkets. So far, they're using it strictly for pricing and promotional messages, but the opportunity is there to add other messages to the screens for use by the consumer. 

Encore says the return on investment is considerably changed from early generations of ESL technology; while the ROI equation can differ from market to market, depending upon the cost of labor and frequency of price changes, he's comfortable putting the typical ROI at two years or less.
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