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n early issues of the Consumers' Research Bulletin, 
we published a section called The Consumers’ 
Observation Post, which featured brief insights, 

speculations, and helpful tidbits on consumer goods, 
services, trends, and tools. Here we reexamine some 
of those snippets, occasionally revise some of our 
charming but outmoded assertions, and make some 
new comments on current consumer affairs.

Speculation that the Pantsuit Would Cut Hosiery 
Sales Proves to be Unfounded

Forty years after CR reported concern for the 
pantyhose industry due to the massive popularity 
of the pantsuit, a recent surge in pantyhose sales 
reassures us that the industry may survive, yet. 
Though fewer women of the ‘70s, ‘80s, and ‘90s 
willingly fought the daily “squeeze war” than in 
previous years, young women today are finding ways 
to express themselves in the form of hosiery. Modern 
pantyhose makers are changing up their offerings 
for avant-garde fashionistas with trendy patterns and 
vibrant colors, while classic hose makers find a market 
among stars such as Kate Middleton and the cast of 
Mad Men, as well as those they inspire.  Seasoned 
players, like Hanes’ L’eggs, have been switching up 
their strategy since 1974, keeping customers coming 
back for more. Women today may benefit from a wider 
selection of pantyhose colors, patterns, and styles 
but the privilege costs a pretty penny, with pantyhose 
priced at a steep $5 today, compared to 39¢ in 1974.

From “Farm Foods Taste Fake” to the Farm-to-Table 
Movement

While the farm-to-table revolution may be sweeping 
the nation in 2014, consumers in 1974 were turning 
their noses up at unprocessed foods. Citing the Wall 
Street Journal and the U.S. Department of Agriculture, 
Consumers’ Research reported an aversion to farm 
foods among Americans in the mid-1970s. While 
the quality of taste in the ‘70s has always been 
questionable in the realms of fashion and interior 
design, we can now add cuisine to the list. Consumers 
of the “disco days” may have disdained pineapple juice 
that lacked the distinctly metallic taste of the canned 
variety (this is really what they said!), but consumers 

I

Blasting the Past, 
Preserving the Present

today are in search of fresh-squeezed, cold-pressed, 
kale-infused juices found at juice bars and natural 
food stores. Despite our obsession with organic, 
“whole” foods, the processed food industry is still 
alive and well, raking in billions annually. So maybe 
(for the time being) times haven’t changed so much 
after all? 

Dealing with Higher Meat Prices

Meat prices skyrocketed this summer due to numerous 
factors in the cattle and hog industry. Lower feed 
supplies and an outbreak of porcine epidemic diarrhea 
causing death in infant pigs have choked the supply 
of some of the most popular meats in the U.S.  Now 
Americans face high meat prices and are looking for 
ways to deal. In 1974 many Americans thought the 
best solution to high meat prices was to buy in bulk 
and freeze portions until needed. As a matter of fact, 
freezer sales accelerated partly due to the high price 
of meat. Now, before you run off to get your brand 
new deep freezer, CR did advise against storing up 
on frozen meats. As we noted in 1974, freezing meats 
will likely compromise quality and is not necessarily 
cost efficient when taking energy prices into account. 
Instead, Americans have found it useful to simply buy 
less meat or cheaper cuts. ◀
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hile consumers were sipping their pumpkin 
spice lattes and enjoying the beginning of 
fall, retailers were already commencing their 

annual holiday sale blitz. Cue the eye rolls and wave 
goodbye to Thanksgiving, because Christmas is in the 
building. Even when Christmas was still two months 
away, paying attention a little early may have proven 
helpful this holiday season, as retailers began to offer 
significant deals the week before Black Friday.

Washington, D.C. based consulting group, 
AlixPartners calculated that 54 percent of consumers 
conduct research online before making purchases. 
As consumers have proven themselves sufficiently 
Internet savvy, some marketing techniques are 
proving harder to implement. Unimpressive sales 
and limp deals are not going to fly this holiday season 
as consumers can easily compare prices between 
retailers. Studies suggest consumers will wait until 
later in the season to shop if the initial holiday sales 
are not particularly compelling. Consumers have 
the power to push for larger and better sales later 
in the season by passing up on sales early on. This 
means if retailers are smart, consumers should have 
seen large markdowns starting early. Turns out, 
retailers are smart, as many stores were offering 30 
percent discounts prior to Black Friday and even 
deeper discounts (50 – 70 percent off ) starting on 
Thanksgiving Day. By encouraging consumers to buy 
at the outset of the holiday season, retailers guarantee 
healthy revenue throughout the season. As longer 
lasting sales ensure buying will continue, an even 
more drawn out sale season is expected this year 
despite the relatively few days between Thanksgiving 
and Christmas. 

Consumers can implement numerous money saving 
techniques to come out on top this holiday season. 
Shoppers can consider mission shopping in an effort 
to cut back on the frivolous purchasing that takes 
place in the discount frenzy. This means making a list 
and checking it twice. Lists should not only include 
desired items but also ideal prices and an overall 
spending budget. Consumers may also consider 
limiting in-store purchases and instead take full 
advantage of online sales. A little distance from the 
whirlwind of shopping in stores may also be useful for 

prudent budgeting. Consumers have the added bonus 
of comparing prices easily and quickly, a benefit many 
shoppers are taking advantage of. Online searching 
is even easier thanks to mobile browsing, a platform 
numerous retailers are taking into account when 
planning this season’s advertising options.   

Online shopping is a focus for many retailers, as 
consumers are browsing and purchasing on mobile 
devices in record numbers in 2014. Consumers spent 
a total of $1.5 billion online on Black Friday alone this 
year, up 26 percent from 2013 (comScore, Inc.). Annual 
e-commerce sales are at $40 billion and should hit $50 
billion by the end of 2014. Purchasing on smartphones 
and tablets surged throughout 2013, accounting 
for more than a third of online purchases by the 
beginning of 2014 and retailers have taken note of this 
trend. Consulting group AlixPartners suggests that 
retailers should invest in obtaining consumer interest 
through diverse communication platforms and 
retailers have responded. Companies are adjusting 
to mobile devices quickly, with businesses of all sorts 
adapting emails and webpages for mobile viewing. 
Studies have shown retailers are quite successful 
in mobile email campaigns, while overall the use 
of social media is not very impactful in grasping 
consumers’ attention. Of the traffic brought in from 
social media, Pinterest referrals were apparently more 

Millan Bederu

Holiday Sales: 
Pre-Black-Friday to 
Day-After-Christmas-Deals

W

2014 Holiday Season To Date vs. 
Corresponding Days* in 2013
Non-Travel (Retail) E-Commerce Spending 
Excludes Auctions and Large Corporate Purchases
Total U.S. – Home & Work Desktop Computers

Millions ($)
2013 2014 Percent 

Change
Nov. 1-28, 2014 $19,795 $22,696 15%
Thanksgiving 
Day (Nov. 27, 
2014)

$766 $1,009 32%

Black Friday 
(Nov. 28, 2014)

$1,198 $1,505 26%

*Corresponding days based on corresponding shopping days 
(November 2 – November 29, 2013) 
Source: comScore, Inc.
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common than Facebook referrals. Administrators 
at Pinterest are becoming increasingly aware of the 
site’s commercial role as new privacy settings are 
being implemented, allowing advertisers to target 
Pinterest users. In doing so, Pinterest becomes one of 
the more recent social platforms to allow commercial 
promotions, following in the footsteps of Facebook, 
Tumblr, and Twitter. While many consumers may see 
the use of their social media data and search history 
for advertising purposes as an incessant annoyance, 
if not an outright invasion of privacy, the opportunity 
to discover great products at good prices is a potential 
benefit.

Mobile shopping apps and information portals have 
been an abundant resource for consumers in recent 
years and this year is not likely to be different in this 
respect. Numerous Black Friday apps are available on 
iTunes and Google Play giving consumers information 
on specific deals. Prudent spending decisions begin 
with good planning and many mobile apps are 
designed for just that. The Giftster app, for example, 
is one way to keep track of who wants what this 
holiday season. The app allows users to make and 
share wish lists with family and friends. Other apps 
like Shopsavvy are ideal for finding the best deals. The 
Shopsavvy app allows consumers to scan barcodes 
in-store and compare prices online and in other 
stores, making certain that a better deal is not missed. 
The plethora of such mobile apps is only expected 
to increase as the holiday season advances, so the 
opportunities to save will be endless. 

From the perspective of retailers, the importance 
of the holiday season for the health of business is 
astronomical, with holiday sales accounting for 
up to 40 percent of annual retail sales. Despite the 
unexpected decrease in spending during last year’s 
Black Friday sales, overall holiday spending showed an 
increase in 3 percent from the year before, resulting 
in smaller growth than expected. The modest rise 
in sales last year was likely the effect of numerous 
factors, some of which may be active this holiday 
season. According to AlixPartners some methods 
retailers may benefit from implementing include 
increased online and mobile presence and more 
aggressive discounts. The rush in spending will be 
sure to boost profit margins and the annual holiday 
hiring surge will potentially bring work to 800,000 
people. Toys ‘R Us is planning to more than double 
its workforce this season and UPS plans to hire 95,000 
people, fostering a happier holiday season for many 
families across America. As the holiday glut finds all 
in different forms, either in great deals, temporary 
employment, or a higher bottom line, an all around 
merry season is expected. ◀
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illow, the popular online real estate database, 
hosted its fifth housing forum, "The Big Picture: 
A Longer Term Perspective on Housing," at 

the Newseum in Washington, D.C. over the summer. 
Forum speakers and panelists discussed the future 
of housing, citing major trends which included 
interest rate lock-in, the influx of Millennials, and 
new urbanism. Panel discussions indicated that in 
recent years, there has been movement away from 
home buying, as incoming Millennials (defined at the 
event as individuals ages 18-34) show a preference for 
renting homes, rather than buying them. Additionally, 
current homeowners appear to be hesitant to buy 
again due to the risk of losing their low mortgage 
rates. The State of the Nation’s Housing 2014, a report 
published by Harvard University’s Joint Center for 
Housing Studies, corroborates claims put forth at the 
Zillow forum, noting the recession, along with other 
financial burdens, expanded the number of low-
income households which subsequently led to a larger 
renting market.

Interest Rate Lock-In

In November 2012, the average 30-year mortgage rate 
fell to 3.5 percent, its lowest point in four decades. 
Many homeowners took advantage of such rates by 
refinancing their existing loans. However, the return 
to higher rates (consistently above four percent and 
reaching as high as 4.33 percent since September) 
has created what economists refer to as mortgage 
or interest rate lock-in. Also known as mortgage 
lock or rate lock, interest rate lock-in occurs when 
homeowners with non-assumable or non-transferable 
mortgages are reluctant to sell their current home 
due to the fear of losing the low interest rate on 
their home’s mortgage. Under these circumstances, 
homeowners simply looking to buy a new home of 
an identical price would be forced to take a higher 
interest rate, and therefore a higher monthly payment. 
Furthermore, these homeowners, combined with 
owners experiencing equity lock-in due to the 2005 
collapse, contribute to a large stagnant population 
within the market. Equity lock-in occurs when the 
value of the home is lower than what is owed on the 
property’s mortgage. When the market collapsed 

in 2005, house prices declined by a third, leaving 
homeowners up an equity lock river without a paddle.

A study by the Institute for Housing Studies at DePaul 
University notes that a 10 percent increase in equity-
locked homes resulted in a 13 percent reduction in 
the home turnover rate. The study also states that a 
10 percent increase in the number of interest-locked 
homes in turn caused a 29 percent decline in turnover. 
In an attempt to hold onto their low mortgage rates, 
homeowners who are forced to move or relocate due 
to unavoidable circumstances (such as for a job) often 
choose to lease their low interest rate property to 
renters, while taking on a lease of their own to rent 
a home in their new location. Housing turnover, or 
home sales, is considered crucial for a healthy housing 
market, as it not only spurs consumer spending, but 
also makes starter homes available to new buyers as 
the original owners trade up.  Therefore, interest rate 
lock-in has the potential to disrupt the natural flow 
of consumer spending and the housing market as a 
whole, making it especially difficult for new buyers to 
enter.

Millennials

Millennials are the first generation to make moving 
back into Mom and Dad’s basement a new norm, 
with 20 to 26 percent of women and of men ages 25 
to 29 still living at home. This figure, reported by 
the Washington Post, is the highest percentage of 
returnees this age group has seen since 1940. But is 
it really all their fault? It is unlikely that a significant 
portion of adults in their mid-to-late twenties want 
to regress, moving back into their parents’ homes 
following a taste of independence. This generation 
is getting married later, having children later, and 
moving around the country much more often than 
previous generations. Such trends urge Millennials 
to rent for longer periods of time, prolonging entry 
into the housing market. However, moving home for 
a short time and saving money can be considered an 
investment in the future, rather than an avoidance of 
reality.

Challenges Facing Millennials Entering the 
Housing Market

•  New strict lending regulations 
In the aftermath of the 2005 housing crisis, the 
2010 Dodd-Frank Act imposed strict regulations 
on lenders intended to limit the possibility of 
homeowners defaulting on their home loans in the 
future. For new buyers entering the market, there 
is a higher standard of credit required prior to loan 
approval. Many who are just starting out may not 
have built enough credit to qualify under the new 
regulation.

Z

Three Major Trends 
Shaping the U.S. 
Housing Market
Olivia Ferguson
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•  High student loan debt 
In 2012, 71 percent of students graduating from a 
4-year university reported student loan debt, with an 
average debt level of $29,400. This debt places early 
financial burden on graduates, committing them 
to monthly payments and making it more difficult 
to save for an eventual down payment on a home. 
Furthermore, student loan debt makes it much more 
difficult to qualify for a mortgage, as new regulations 
demand a 43 percent debt-to-income ratio.

•  Job instability and unemployment 
While the economy has improved in the last few 
years, Millennials were affected the most by the 
recession. Upon graduating they were faced with 
a bad economy and many were burdened with a 
delayed start in the job market, eventually settling for 
prolonged unemployment or underemployment. As 
of July 2014, five years after the recession, individuals 
aged 20 to 24 still suffered from an unemployment 
rate of over 10 percent.

•  Lock-in 
The secondary effect of owners being hesitant to 
sell current homes means there is no opportunity to 
trade up, thus no opening of starter homes to first 
time buyers.  If no suitable homes are available in 
the locations new buyers desire they will continue to 
rent rather than spend their hard-earned money on a 
home that does not meet their needs.

Despite these concerns, Millennials continue to say 
they see buying a house in their future. Commenting 
on results from a recent National Housing Survey by 
Fannie Mae, Sarah Shahdad, strategic analyst with 
the company, stated, “Though they see a tough road 
to affording Homeownership, younger renters [those 
between the ages of 18 and 39] still are very likely to say 
that it’s in their future plans… The vast majority still 
plan to own someday; about half plan to buy a home the 
next time they move.”

And they know what they want. Above all else 
Millennials want cost-efficiency in homeownership. 
On top of the traditional home desires, such as a good 
neighborhood and strong local school system, many 
also want walkability. Multiple panelists at the Zillow 
forum, representing real estate firms as well as research 
centers, confirmed that Millennials value location 
above all other qualities in a home and are willing to 
compromise on size and luxury if it means they are not 
dependent on a car to commute.

Millennials are quickly making their mark on the 
housing market. While many argue that lack of 
commitment is to blame for low homeownership rates 
of the generation, it is clear there are some economic 
obstacles faced by Millennials that did not similarly 
impact other generations.

New Urbanism

New Urbanism is a neighborhood development 
movement which promotes a wide range of features 
meant to improve the quality of life for residents 
within these areas. According to NewUrbanism.org, 
the fundamental principles of the movement include:
 

Walkability
Connectivity
Mixed-Use and Diversity
Mixed Housing
Quality Architecture and Urban Design
Traditional Neighborhood Structure
Increased Density
Green Transportation
Sustainability
Quality of Life

Advocates of New Urbanism claim the movement 
toward such residential layouts is already underway 
due to the market’s responses to new homebuyers’ 
aversion to automobile dependency. The new 
neighborhoods would resemble small urban hubs, 
with a variety of attractions within a 10-minute 
walking distance. A major challenge to the movement 
is current separate-use zoning standards, put in place 
following World War II. These regulations segregate 
residential areas from commercial and industrial 
zones, separating where people live from where they 
work and shop. New Urbanists argue this planning has 
outlived its usefulness and is out of date for a society 
that is particularly focused on reducing energy use and 
costs.

The movement also hopes to relieve the high cost of 
housing in metropolitan areas by providing buyers 
and renters with living arrangements that offer similar 
attractions to that of a large city. 

Examples of cities reflecting New Urbanist qualities 
include: 

Playa Vista, Los Angeles, CA
Highlands’ Garden Village, Denver, CO
Southwood, Tallahassee, FL
Salamanca, Miami, FL
Kentlands, Gaithursburg, MD
Sandy Spring, Sandy Spring, MD
Mashpee Commons, Mashpee, MA
Bayfront, Jersey City, NJ
University Heights, Newark, NJ
Rocketts Landing, Richmond, VA
Providence, Sun Prairie, Wisconsin ◀
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t’s that time of the year again. Grocery store aisles 
and homes are stocked full of candy in the wake 
of Halloween and arrival of the holiday season, 

and the annual flutter of articles, news segments, 
and parental advice blogs on children overloading on 
sugar have gone into full force. But it is not children’s 
holiday candy-centric mentally that concerns health 
officials, rather it is the undisciplined year-round gross 
sugar consumption of children they find worrisome.

According to Brian Wasniak, director of Cornell 
University’s Food and Brand Lab, it’s natural for kids 
to crave candy more than adults. Adults and children 
have the same amount of taste buds, but for children, 
those buds reside on a tongue much smaller than 
that of adults. For this reason, the buds react more 
intensely. “That’s why little kids don’t like bitter foods 
and really like sweet foods. The effect is magnified,” 
said Wasniak. Therefore, if given the opportunity, 
children are going to opt for, say, a fistful of candy 
canes as a snack, rather than carrots. However, 
dentists aren’t concerned about candy-heavy holidays 
like Halloween, Christmas, and Easter. Rather, it 
is the day-to-day sugar consumption choices made 
throughout the year that are causing doctors and 
dentists to caution parents. 

In the short-term, the frequent consumption of sugar 
has been linked to heightened incidences of cold, 
cough, allergies, acid reflux, weakened immune 
system, and an overall poor diet. Furthermore, sugar 
consumption often takes the place of more nutritious 
foods, meaning children are missing out on a well-
rounded diet. In the long-term, overly sweet diets 
have been linked to greater risk of heart disease 
among adults. During an interview with Bloomberg, 
University of California San Francisco professor Laura 
Schmidt stated, “Small amounts of sugar are fine. It’s 
consuming massive amounts of sugar that’s a growing 
problem in the U.S.” Yet, holidays have little to do with 
this mass consumption – the real culprit is the added 
sugar present in grain-based desserts, fruit drinks, 
dairy desserts, and sugar-sweetened beverages (soda 
in particular). Sweetened beverages are estimated to 
make up approximately 35.7 percent of added sugar 
consumption. 

In the weeks surrounding Halloween, the average 
American consumes approximately 3.4 lbs. of candy. 
On the night itself, the average trick-or-treater 
consumes up to 7,000 calories (the equivalent of 13 
Big Macs), of which includes 3 cups of sugar. These 
figures are especially concerning when the target 
caloric intake for children ages 4-18 is 1,200-1,800 for 
females and 1,200-2,400 for males. A one-time candy 
binge is not an irreversible detrimental health choice, 
but the amount of sweets available to children may 
be heightened between Halloween and Christmas. 
Increased access, conflated with regular sugar 
consumption, is something parents may want to 
monitor more closely.

The American Heart Association reports that the 
average American drinks almost 43 gallons of 
sweetened beverages per year, amounting to 39 lbs. 
of extra sugar per year. One 20 oz. bottle of Coca-
Cola contains 65 grams of added sugar, accounting 
for 240 calories of that drink.  As one cup of sugar 
weighs approximately 200 grams, if a person drinks 
ten 20 oz. bottles of Coca-Cola (roughly one bottle 
every weekday for two weeks), they have already drunk 
more sugar than the average child on Halloween. In 
caloric terms, that amount of soda for two work-weeks 
accounts for 2,600 calories. Even Lipton Ice Tea, a 
seemingly healthy alternative to Coca-Cola includes a 
large amount of sugar (32 grams). While this is about 
half the sugar found in Coca-Cola, the drink remains 
above the World Health Organization’s new daily 
recommended 25 gram limit for sugar. 

World Health Organization Sugar Consumption 
Recommendation, 2014

 

I

'Tis the Season... 
of Concern Over Sugar Consumption

Olivia Ferguson

Teaspoons Grams

Adult Men 9 36

Adult Women 5 20

Children 3 12

Source: World Health Organization
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So, how can sugar consumption be reduced? Doctors 
first recommend cutting out sugary drinks. Family 
Circle suggests replacing them with juice-seltzer 
mixes, as well as opting for new low-sugar juice 
options now on the market, such as Trop 50. Other 
recommended tactics include:

•  Become “label-fluent” 
Nutrition labels have faced controversy in the last 
few months while under revision from the Food 
and Drug Administration in attempts to make them 
more intelligible to everyday people. A great way 
for people to reduce their sugar consumption is 
to know the names of ingredients in the food they 
are eating. Knowing that maltose, sucrose, high 
fructose corn syrup, etc. are all names for sugar will 
help consumers limit it in their diets.  

•  Offer alternatives 
Keep the pantry and fridge stocked with healthy 
options such as fruit, vegetables, unprocessed 
snacks, and trail mix. 

•  Calculate the amount of sugar in each product 
One gram of sugar, or ¼ teaspoons, is equal to four 
calories. According to doctors, the recommended 
sugar intake should only be six teaspoons per day for 
adults, less for children. ◀
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lternative medicines in the U.S. first flourished 
in the 1990s. The U.S. government established 
the Office of Alternative Medicine, now the 

National Center for Complementary and Alternative 
Medicine, in 1992 as a bureau within the National 
Institute of Health. The Journal of Complementary 
and Alternative Medicine has also existed since 1995. 
The integration of alternative medicine into official 
channels like governmental agencies and the adoption 
of scientific methods in peer reviewed publications 
show the projected longevity of the alternative 
medicine movement.  Furthermore, professionals in 
the alternative medicine industry have been making 
a push to utilize traditional scientific methods to 
develop credibility in the mainstream.

Alternative medicine includes a number of practices 
from various cultures, many of which originate in 
South and East Asia. It includes practices such as yoga, 
acupuncture, herbalism, meditation, homeopathy, 
and chiropractic care. It can also include dietary 
supplements and vitamins, which are more commonly 
integrated into standard health care protocols, yet are 
often purchased and taken without the supervision of 
trained medical professionals.

Alternative medicines are thought to be more 
natural and holistic than conventionally prescribed 
medicines. They are marketed as having fewer 
side effects than conventional drugs but are of 
questionable effectiveness in the scientific field.  

Different alternative medicine methods receive 
varied levels of respect among followers and health 
care professionals. While methods like chiropractic 
care and vitamin supplements are commonly folded 
into the mainstream medical world, being often 
recommended by medical doctors, other alternative 
medicines like herbalism and energy therapy are met 
with skepticism.  

Alternative health services are increasingly popular in 
the West. Populations most likely to opt for alternative 
or complementary health services are those with 
higher education levels and long-lasting or chronic 
health conditions.  People who have anxiety, back 
problems, chronic pain, and urinary tract problems 
are more likely to seek alternative health care than 
those who do not have these issues. Young people are 
also picking up alternative medicines in an attempt to 
stave off illness presently and in old age. Vitamins and 
supplements as well as herbal and practical therapies 
have boomed among Millennials. The Fiscal Times 
reported earlier this year that Millennials were one of 
the highest users of alternative medicines, asserting 
that 11 percent of Millennials used homeopathic 
medicine in 2013, compared to only six percent of Baby 
Boomers and seven percent of Generation X.

Distrust of doctors and pharmaceutical companies 
are typically thought to be the primary reason for the 
popularity of alternative medicines among consumers. 
Yet, a study done by the Journal of American Medical 
Association seems to suggest otherwise, stating:

“Dissatisfaction with conventional medicine did not 
predict use of alternative medicine. Only 4.4% of those 
surveyed reported relying primarily on alternative 
therapies…The majority of alternative medicine users 
appear to be doing so not so much as a result of being 
dissatisfied with conventional medicine but largely 
because they find these health care alternatives to be 
more congruent with their own values, beliefs, and 
philosophical orientations toward health and life.” 

Conventional vs. 
Alternative Medicine

Millan Bederu

Myths, Facts, and Drawbacks

A

Illustration: Jenny Goldstick
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Alternative and complementary medicines are a 
market worth billions, but how many billions is up 
for debate. The National Institute of Health calculates 
alternative health practices to be a $9 billion market, 
while the Fiscal Times calls it a $32 billion dollar 
industry. One problem in determining the financial 
value of alternative medicines lies in the ambiguity 
of what alternative medicine is. While some limit 
the purview of alternative health care to herbal and 
spiritual solutions, others broadened it to include 
vitamin and dietary supplements.

For patients looking for alternative health care 
options, payment for services will likely be out-of-
pocket. Though alternative medicines are not likely 
to edge out conventional pharmaceuticals and their 
effectiveness is generally poorly understood, the 
popularity of these options remains constant with 
about a third of adult Americans reporting regular 
use of alternative medicine. According to the recent 
National Health Interview Survey conducted by the 
Journal of Alternative and Complementary Medicine, 
cancer survivors are estimated to have spent $9 billion 
dollars in 2012 on alternative medicine methods, 
making them a total of seven percent of the health 
cost incurred by cancer patients. Over $1.4 billion was 
spent on herbal supplements alone. With so much 
money being churned out for alternative health care 
solutions the question arises… When will health 
insurance companies begin covering some of these 
costs?

Well, it’s already happening. Many insurance 
programs, including Medicare and Medicaid, already 
cover some alternative medicines and treatments. One 
of the most respected and longest running alternative 
health care options is chiropractic care. Coverage 
for chiropractic care, and other tactile options like 
massage, is not implausible. Though the practice of 
chiropractic care began as a spiritual profession, with 
theories of innate intelligence and universal force, 
modern-day chiropractic care seldom includes these 
original precepts. While it is unlikely alternative 
medicine practices, such as energy healing, will soon 
see the transformation that chiropractic care has 
seen, other relatively new alternative medicines are 
penetrating the mainstream and therefore closer to 
achieving insurance coverage.

As stated, many doctors and scientists express 
skepticism in respect to products and practices that 
are marketed as alternative medicines. Lawmakers 
are also concerned about the lack of regulation 
of alternative medicines, because some of these 
practices do not fall under the purview of regulatory 
bodies such as the FDA. Dietary supplements have 
been one such source of unease for regulators and 
health care professionals, as some supplements 
have been known to cause undesirable side effects 

or restrict the efficiency of prescription drugs. 
This has been documented in the use of St. John’s 
wort, an herbal supplement that has been shown to 
increase liver function, causing medications such as 
contraceptive drugs, HIV treatments, or anxiety drugs 
to be metabolized quicker. Other concerns include 
the effectiveness of alternative therapies. Doctors 
and scientists cite the lack of scientific evidence as a 
hindrance to alternative techniques gaining credibility 
with the scientific community. The potential for fraud 
should also be a concern for consumers attempting 
to navigate the under-regulated field of alternative 
medicines.

Conversely, many doctors and hospitals do incorporate 
alternative and complementary medicine into their 
services. According to the Journal of the American 
Medical Association:

“...studies in the United States and abroad support the 
prevalent use of alternative health care. For example, a 
1994 survey of physicians from a wide array of medical 
specialties (in Washington State, New Mexico, and 
Israel) revealed that more than 60 percent recommended 
alternative therapies to their patients at least once in 
the preceding year, while 38 percent had done so in the 
previous month. Forty-seven percent of these physicians 
also reported using alternative therapies themselves, 
while 23 percent incorporated them into their practices.” 

The shift between “alternative” and “conventional” is a 
theme repeated throughout history. As the methods that 
are considered controversial today make their way into 
the realm of standard practice, consumers should keep 
in mind that some will fail the test of time and despite 
the numerous resources at their disposal health is a 
personal enterprise. ◀
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n recent years there has been considerable hype 
about “the rise” of smart devices, mobile devices, 
smart appliances, the Internet of Things (IoT), 

and even the rise of machines – no, that last one is 
not a “Terminator 3” reference – but what there does 
not seem to be much of is clarity on what all of these 
things are, how they relate and differ, and what the 
implications of their “rise” mean for consumers. With 
technology advancing daily constantly, legacy product 
and service providers are struggling to keep up and 
remain solvent.

Many companies, such as Apple, Corning, and 
Netflix, have kept pace with the rapidly changing 
world of technology – improving or even rethinking 
and replacing their core offerings. However, several 
companies did not adapt quickly enough to the 
tech revolution and have been liquidated, gone into 
bankruptcy, or were chopped up and sold off, such as 
Kodak, Borders, RCA, and Blockbuster.

Because smart devices (phones, tablets, TVs, 
appliances, wearable technology, and the vast IoT) 
have changed how consumers communicate and 
how they engage with their environment, service 
and content providers such as news agencies, cable 
television companies, and internet service providers 
(ISPs), have not only had to figure out how to go 
mobile, but also how to monetize their content 
or services in this ever-changing technological 
landscape. Conversely, new smart tech and the shift 
in how consumers access content have also enabled 
small players to enter the market in new ways. It seems 
that there is more than one paradigm shifting as a 
result of ubiquitous smart devices.

“Smart” Terms in Layman’s Terms

Before diving into the proliferation of smart devices 
and a play-by-play of their climb into consumers’ 
pockets and homes, it’s best to first lay out what it is 
all these devices are and do, as well as how consumers 
interact with them and how they interact with each 
other.

Obviously, there is some overlap among smart devices, 
wearable tech, smart appliances, and the Internet of 
Things. There are those who consider (some, if not 
all) wearable tech and smart appliances to be smart 
devices; however, others claim that most lack the 
autonomy and interactive nature of smartphones, 
smart watches, tablets, etc. and even rely on these 
devices and the software installed on them (such 
as apps) to be fully operable or interactive and are 
therefore not truly smart devices. Below is a diagram 
that helps elucidate how all these things relate.

Constant Connection

In the last two decades, mobile phone use in the U.S. 
has risen from just under 34 million subscribers in 
1995 to just over 300 million in 2013. According to Our 
Mobile Planet, a research project commissioned by 
Google, smartphone penetration in the U.S. is at 56 
percent – although, data/ information measurement 
and insight company Nielsen stated that 67 percent 
of mobile subscribers had smartphones by the end of 
2013.

Recent reports assert that the average person checks 
their phone roughly every six and a half minutes, or 
as Kleiner Perkins Caufield & Byers’s annual Internet 
Trends report puts it, people check their phones 150 
times per day. A study by ICD Research revealed that 
the first thing 80% of 18-44-year-olds do when they 
wake up is check their smartphone. With seamless 
information sharing from wearable tech, smart 
appliances, and the myriad of IoT gadgets, people go 
to their smart devices more and more frequently to 
check in on their personal stats (be it pedometer steps 
or energy use), manage their various accounts (from 
Facebook to utilities), and plan their lives (scheduling 
calendar events and creating shopping lists based on 
the reported contents of their fridge).
Meet George Jetson!

Although not quite there yet, 3D printers are bringing 
consumers closer to the Jetsons’ futuristic Food-a-
Rac-a-Cycle that instantly synthesizes meals, while 
the Internet of Things is bringing them closer to not 
just the automation of cooking, but the automation 
of comfort. Smart appliances, such as the Nest 

I

Smart Gadgets and 
The Internet of What?

Kyle Burgess

Technological Advances, Shifts in Consumer Behavior, and What This Means for Business



|  C onsumer s’  Research Fall 201411

13. Apple TV
14. Samsung UE
15. Sony s990 Curved
      SmartThings

Smart Devices
1. Apple iPhone
2. Samsung Galaxy
3. Apple iPad
4. Kindle
    Google Nexus

5. Apple iWatch
6. Google Glass
    Moto 360

Wearable Tech:
7. Fitbit
8. Cuff (Jewelry)
    Jawbone
    IllumiWear (shirts)
    Sun Sprite
        (Sun Exposure Tracker)
    Lumo^ Lift

Smart Appliances:
9. Nest
10. Philips Hue
11. Mr. Coffee Optimal Brew
12  LG SmartThinq
      Goji (smart lock)
      Edyn (garden aid)

68°

1.

7.

8.

9.

15.

11.

12.

2.

5.

4.

3.

6.

10.

14.

13.

Category Definition Examples Characteristics

Smart Devices

Any interactive but autonomous electronic 
device that is connected to a network or other 
devices through broadband, Bluetooth, NFC, 
Wi-Fi, 3G, 4G, or any other such protocol.

Smartphones, tablets, 
smartwatches, smart TVs, 
etc.

Inclusive of many types of devices
Enabler of the Internet of Things 

(including wearable technology and 
smart appliances)

Typically have a human engaged with 
them (attached to them?)

Smart 
Appliances

Any network enabled appliance (device/
equipment designed to perform a 
specific/domestic task) that interacts/
communicates/”talks” with its owner (via the 
owner’s smartphone, tablet, computer, etc.) 
and/or other smart appliances and devices.

Washers, dryers, 
refrigerators, freezers, 
ranges, ovens,  dishwashers, 
microwaves, electric 
fireplaces, coffee machines, 
lighting systems, 
thermostats, etc.

Nascent technology
Can streamline appliance repairs via 

diagnostic tools
Can provide advance notice of 

appliance/consumer needs
Can self-adjust to custom settings
Can communicate with smart grid to 

operate at off-peak hours

Wearable 
Technology

Any network enabled clothing or accessory that 
incorporates computer/advanced electronic 
technologies for practical functions and 
features as well as strictly aesthetic ends. Also 
referred to as “wearables” or wearable tech.

Smartwatches; activity 
trackers such as smart bands, 
jewelry, and key chains; 
personal health monitors and 
pedometers; smart eyewear,  
smart or electroluminescent 
shirts; etc.

Nascent technology
Not all wearable tech is “smart,” can 

be purely aesthetic
Some wearables can be used to 

monitor and improve personal 
health

Some can be used for personal safety 
alerts

Internet of 
things

The system of various interconnected 
protocols, domains, and applications as well as 
the uniquely identifiable smart (computerized) 
devices and appliances that communicate/
transfer information across these platforms 
through the existing Internet infrastructure.

All of the “things” and none 
of the things.

Not actually comprised of physical 
objects

Is the connectivity and associated data 
of smart devices, appliances, and 
wearables

Potential catalyst for the “Rise of 
Automation” (see the next issue of  
the Consumers’ Research Bulletin)

Compiled by Consumers' Research
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thermostat enable consumers to set a schedule for the 
cooling and heating of their homes. With the Nest, 
consumers can control their thermostats from their 
smart devices and personal computers, potentially 
saving them in energy costs, say, when they forget to 
turn off their air conditioning when they leave town 
for a few weeks.

In May, LG unveiled a line of smart appliances 
(not currently available in the U.S.) that utilize LG 
HomeChat, a software program which enables 
consumers to communicate with their refrigerator, 
lightwave oven, and washing machine. Consumers 
can send text messages to these devices, requesting 
updates on the status of dinner, telling them to 
start a load of laundry, or verifying whether the 
milk will soon expire. New LG appliances are also 
equipped with SmartDiagnosis, a feature that 
facilitates the repair of malfunctioning appliances. 
For simple issues, like clogged filters, consumers 
can get over-the-phone instructions for how to do 
the repair themselves. For more complex problems, 
SmartDiagnosis streamlines the repair process by 
giving advanced notice of what is wrong and how to fix 
it, so repair persons can come prepared with parts and 
a plan.

Soon, homes won’t simply be “connected” via smart 
appliances, devices, and the users that interact with 
them, but with the “smart grid” as well. According to 
the U.S. Department of Energy,
 

“[The smart grid system is] ‘computerizing’ the electric 
utility grid. It includes adding two-way digital 
communication technology to devices associated with 
the grid. Each device on the network can be given sensors 
to gather data (power meters, voltage sensors, fault 
detectors, etc.), plus two-way digital communication 
between the device in the field and the utility’s network 
operations center. A key feature of the smart grid is 
automation technology that lets the utility adjust and 
control each individual device or millions of devices from a 
central location.”

Coupled with smart appliances and devices, this 
system will potentially enable consumers to cut energy 
costs by notifying them (and their appliances) when 
the optimal run times are for low-cost energy use.

Legacy Companies, Products, and Services

Just as video killed the radio star, technology is 
slaying corporate sloths and dinosaurs. Over the 
last few decades, many companies have met their 
demise due to a failure to innovate, adapt, or both. 
In the wake of the tech revolution there have been 
some clear losers and clear winners (for now). It is 
also important to note that the tech revolution and 
the rise of smart devices have not simply affected 

companies that produce technological gadgets – 
although, tech companies have had to work very 
hard to stay competitive. Corporations that were able 
to anticipate and adjust for industry shifts or even 
completely transition away from their core product 
offerings have fared well (again, so far) during a time 
of rapidly advancing technology and changes in the 
way consumers engage with technology, media, and 
even retail. Others have not been so successful in how 
they approached these developments.

Keeping up with the Jobses

On the following page is a table of select “winners,” 
in that these companies endured, and in some 
cases excelled, over the last twenty years of change. 
Some highly successful companies do not appear 
in the table, because they were more vanguards 
than survivors of advances in technology. One such 
example would be Amazon (founded in 1994), which 
revolutionized book sales, publishing, and reading. 
However, some companies younger than Amazon have 
been selected, such as Netflix and Paypal, because 
they immediately and drastically shifted gears after 
market entry.

It remains to be seen whether all these “winners” will 
prevail as smart devices continue to displace e-readers 
(like Barnes & Noble’s Nook) and digital cameras 
(such as those produced by Fujifilm), but for now they 
have weathered the tech revolution and the rise of 
smart devices. It is difficult to imagine a world without 
Apple, but its predecessors in brand loyalty and 
success seemed irreplaceable just before they fell off 
the map. There’s likely no singular formula to staying 
relevant; however, Corning’s strategy of making sure 
it’s where the action is – always being at the cutting 
edge of its technological specialty – appears to be 
fairly successful.

Newer companies aiming to establish themselves as 
tomorrow’s “winners,” specifically those involved in 
the sharing economy, have capitalized on the ubiquity 
of smart devices and seem to see more and more 
opportunity where legacy businesses see challenges. 
For example, Uber, an app-based ridesharing 
company, is no longer simply offering ridesharing 
and car-for-hire services. The company recently rolled 
out uberESSENTIALS, a mobile app-based delivery 
system that promises a selection of snacks, beverages, 
toiletries, household goods, personal health/hygiene 
items, and even over-the-counter-medicines to be 
delivered in fewer than ten minutes. Who would have 
guessed that convenient stores could become even 
more convenient?
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The Last Kodak Moment

As with the previous section, on the following page 
is a table of select “losers” that poorly weathered the 
last two decades, in that these companies failed to 
foresee, adapt to, and revolutionize for or along with 
the technological innovations of the last twenty years. 
In some cases, stalled efforts to keep pace were made 
–an unfortunate case of too little too late – and in 
others, too much reliance was placed on brand loyalty, 
past success, and obdurate executives.

Of the “losers,” Kodak may have fallen the hardest—
both figuratively and financially. For over 100 years, 
Kodak stood at the helm of the film production 
industry. Even today, Kodak is referenced to describe 
picture perfect, or as they are sometimes called, 
“Kodak moments.” With a roughly 70 percent profit 
margin on film sales, it was easy for Kodak to “sit 
pretty” at the top, selling cheap cameras and making 
money off its expensive film. However, when the 
imaging industry tides turned, profit margins on 
digital sales were only five percent and even holding 

the number one position in digital camera market 
share in the mid-2000s did not give Kodak the boost 
it needed, especially when camera phones all but 
replaced digital cameras in the late-2000s. Kodak 
fell into what is often referred to as the “success 
trap,” not being pliant where flexibility and change 
were requisite to persevere in a time of transition. 
In the span of less than a decade, Kodak cut over 
25,000 thousand jobs, divested its digital camera 
manufacturing operations, was delisted from the 
Dow Jones Industrial Average, went into bankruptcy 
(in 2012), ceased producing digital imaging devices 
(cameras, scanners, printers, etc.), sold several of 
its divisions, sold off its digital imaging patents, and 
has only recently emerged from bankruptcy with its 
new business model – marketing its imaging services 
to commercial customers (possibly mirroring IBM’s 
successful strategy of shifting its focus from hardware 
to consulting services).

Winners Offering(s)... Survived by...

Corning 
(est. 1851)

Initially offered glass (for microscopes and cars) 
and ceramics (such as CorningWare and Pyrex)
and transitioned into optical fiber/cable (used in 
communications), ceramic emission control devices, 
high-strength alkali-aluminosilicate thin sheet glass 
(such as Gorilla Glass), and high-purity fused silica 
(used in spaceship windows).

Doing what it does best, R&D.
Making or improving glass products used in “it” goods such as 

Gorilla glass for iPhones and LCD screens for televisions.
Creating products/solutions for various/unlikely industries. 

Barnes & Noble 
(est. 1886 as 
Arthur Hinds & 
Company )

Book Publishing and retail, wholesale, and online sale 
of books.

Focused on online sales
Developed Nook e-reader
Pulled back on CD/DVD sales

Fujifilm 
(est. 1934)

Began with color film and photofinishing equipment/
chemicals and transitioned to digital cameras, medical 
imaging equipment, graphic arts equipment, flat panel 
(LCD) displays, optical devices, copiers and printers.

Capitalized on film as long as it could, while simultaneously 
preparing for digital

Developed new revenue streams/business lines
Uncharacteristic business model reconstruction

Apple 
(est. 1976)

Started with personal computers (Mac line), later 
adding consumer electronics (iPod, iPhone, iPad, 
etc.), computer software, and online services.

Brand loyalty
Simplicity & ease of use
Masters of reinvention and staying ahead of competition 
The Apple experience – great customer service and trendy 

stores
Unconstrained cash flow

Netflix 
(est. 1997)

Initially offered DVD rentals by mail and shifted its 
focus to online film and television video streaming via 
membership subscription.

Paying attention to demand
Emphasis on convenience
Utilizing emerging technology
Commitment to adaptation

PayPal 
(est. 1998 by 
Confinity Inc.)

Began with device-to-device money transmission 
service (via PDAs) and transitioned to online payment 
and now mobile payment services.

Convenience & security
Immediately seized opportunity to shift to online payments 

from device-to-device payments
Acquisition by eBay and subsequent acquisition of VeriSign – 

eating up or crushing e-payments competition
Compiled by Consumers’ Research
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Although it did not follow quite the same path as 
Kodak, Polaroid – despite its name being used as a 
proprietary eponym for several decades – also fell into 
the success trap, unable to effectively compete in the 
digital age and only recently releasing its first “smart 
camera” (under the licensed Polaroid name, not the 
original company).

Blockbuster also faced bankruptcy after its bout 
with the success trap, not adjusting to the changing 
demands and behaviors of its customers. Borders 
(liquidated) and Yahoo (drastically deflated) didn’t 
suffer from the success trap like the other companies, 
but certainly made costly missteps. Finally, Motorola 
lost its footing due to a web of internal friction and 
competing interests, however, is broadening its 
horizons and working on a comeback. The lesson all 
these companies learned was that no company is safe 
from technology and shifts in consumer behavior.

Challenges in Monetizing Media and Internet Service

From the advent of mass media – whether considered 
the first government bulletins in ancient Rome 
and China or the emergence of the printing press 
– until the arrival of the Internet, content for mass 
communications had largely been determined for 
consumers and had few to no available alternatives. 
Throughout the 20th century, consumers subscribed 
to magazines, read local or national newspapers, 
listened to local or national radio programming, 
or watched public-access or cable television 
programming – all with content determined or 
provided by a finite number of sources. It was not 
until the proliferation of Internet-enabled personal 
computers and now smart devices (and the infinite 
trove of wonders available online) that consumers 
were empowered to seek out content they desired 
and the content paradigm began to shift. Now there 

 
Losers Offering(s)... Cause of Demise...

Kodak
(est. 1888)

Photographic film products, printers, 
scanners, and imaging solutions and 
services for businesses.

Fell into success trap, relying too heavily on brand and historic success, 
overlooking effect of digital cameras on film business

Unable to remain competitive in digital cameras – price undercutting & cell 
phones with cameras

Specialty was chemicals (used in photo paper), not digital
Slow to diversify product offerings (i.e. acquisitions)
Failed to grasp how Internet changed process of capturing and sharing images 

(i.e. Facebook, Picasa, Photobucket, etc.) 

Polaroid
(est. 1937)

Film, consumer electronics, and 
(originally) eyewear.

Despite early adoption of digital camera production, failed to capture a large 
enough market share to remain competitive

Another case of the success trap (see above)

Motorola
(est. 1928 
as Galvin 
Manufacturing 
Corporation)

Consumer electronics (radios, TVs, 
wireless telephone handsets, mobile 
phones, etc.), wireless network 
equipment, broadcast network 
products (set-top boxes and DVRs), etc.

Lack of cohesive plan for network and handset technology due to internal 
friction between divisions

Despite owning profitable digital network patents, moved too slowly from 
analog to digital with own products

Iridiium – ‘nuff said
Post-9/11 supply chain issues
Partnered with Apple on Rokr (1st iTunes enabled phone) - motivated Apple to 

make mobile devices
Developed and patented several smartphone components, but did not release 

its own smartphone until 2009 (too late)

Borders
(est. 1971)

Retail sale of books and media (music 
and videos) via chain of stores.

Shifted focus to retail CD & DVD as music and video transitioned to digital
Outsourced online sales to Amazon
No brand/supplier loyalty in book retail

Blockbuster
(est. 1985)

Home movie and video game rentals. Transitioned too late to DVD-by-mail, streaming, video on-demand, etc.
Inconvenient and excessive/unreasonable late fees
Did not buy Netflix in 2000 when it was offered at $50 million

Yahoo
(est. 1994)

Web portal, search engine and related 
services (Yahoo Mail, News, Sports, 
Finance, Maps, etc.), advertising, video 
sharing, etc.

Ok, Yahoo isn’t quite dead yet, but it has fallen well  behind
Attempted to charge for services such as email & file sharing, while 

competitors (like then start-up Google) were offering more advanced 
services for free

Didn’t accept 2008 $45 billion buyout offer from Microsoft - core business 
(without assets) now valued at $11.6 billion

Hasn’t developed mobile products with sufficient traction
Compiled by Consumers’ Research
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is seemingly limitless content available in a myriad 
of formats. Just as broadcast media rocked the print 
media world in the mid-20th century, smart devices 
are disrupting all sorts of media, changing the 
way consumers engage with mass media and their 
environment.

For example, in the last few decades, consumers 
have transitioned away from exclusively watching 
television programming provided by cable companies 
on traditional TVs to streaming hours of video content 
on personal computers, mobile devices, and smart 
or “connected” TVs. According to Business Insider, 
smart or connected TVs will be in 43 percent of U.S. 
households by 2016.

With average monthly cable subscriptions at $90 per 
month projected to soar to $200 per month in 2020, 
consumers are canceling their subscriptions and 
replacing them with other services, such as Netflix, 
Hulu Prime, Amazon Prime, etc. Some consumers 
who are less willing to use paid access services 
resort to illegal video streaming and download sites 
to access content that was previously only available 
through purchase or rental. Furthermore, many of the 
major lures to paid cable, such as professional sports 
channels and premium programming, now offer 
their programming direct-to-consumer via smart or 
connected TVs. With these shifts in consumer behavior 
the major cable companies (including Comcast and 
Time Warner Cable) have reported significant drops in 
subscriptions in recent years, with a net loss of 113,000 
subscribers in the third quarter of 2013 alone.

According to MarketWatch, a DowJones subsidiary that 
provides financial information coverage and analysis, 
the cable industry is currently experiencing its worst 
year and it is not expected to improve. Many customers 
believe their cable bills are too high and there is an 
increasing amount of individuals opting to watch 
shows illegally. Furthermore, by forgoing cable TV 
consumers could potentially save over $1,000 per year. 
As cable bills continue to climb, analysts expect more 
consumers to drop their subscriptions and instead turn 
to cheaper alternatives.

Cable companies won’t be the only businesses to 
struggle from this change in consumer behavior. 
With the increase in streaming traffic, Internet 
service providers (ISPs) – which are often cable 
television providers as well – are facing challenges 
to meet demand. Thus far, fixed-internet providers 
have been able to do so without greatly impacting 
profits largely by making efficiency and productivity 
improvements, but this likely will not hold for much 
longer. Furthermore, mobile traffic is growing at an 
unsustainable rate that cannot be easily addressed due 
to spectrum scarcity. Mobile providers have been able 
to avoid exceeding capacity, because roughly 80 percent 

of mobile traffic is offloaded onto fixed networks via 
Wi-Fi connections, putting further strain on ISPs.

A white paper, compiled by Cisco Internet Business 
Solutions Group, suggested that ISPs should rethink 
flat-rate pricing for fixed-internet (broadband) 
services and transition to value-based pricing. 
Value-based pricing is built upon the concept of use-
based pricing (where consumers pay based on tiers 
of different bandwidth and speed options), but also 
include improved or premium broadband service 
options. Most consumers are not in favor of the tiered 
system, as they have grown accustomed to unlimited 
broadband access at fixed fees, despite (dial-up) 
Internet access initially being metered and billed 
based on use.

In addition to cable companies and ISPs, print media 
companies and even retailers are, or will be, facing 
challenges due to smart devices and the increased 
use of mobile technology. Consumers do not want 
to pay for online news and magazine articles. As a 
result, many agencies are struggling to monetize 
their content. It doesn’t help that consumers also 
don’t want to be bombarded with ads. Furthermore, 
advertising on news sites continues to decline and 
other sources of revenue remain elusive. Media 
companies are experimenting with paywalls (where 
some content is free and some is paid), traditional 
ads (such as banners), sponsored content (designed 
to be read), and “native” ads (designed to be shared/
go viral); however, neither larger traditional media 
companies, nor small innovative startups seem to 
have figured out the best formula for monetizing their 
content.

As for retail companies… Consumers using 
smartphones and tablets spend a majority of their 
time using mobile apps as opposed to mobile web, so 
their mobile path to purchase is often driven by the 
availability and ease of use of an app. Additionally, 
mobile purchasing is continuing to grow at a faster 
rate than purchasing via personal computer. Many 
major retailers have adjusted to this by creating 
their own apps, but this isn’t their only challenge. 
Consumers are engaging in product and pricing 
research before making purchases at much higher 
rates than in the past. Furthermore, mobile apps like 
QR and barcode scanners also aid consumers in price 
comparison shopping to ensure they get the lowest 
price available. (For more on this, flip to the “Holiday 
Sales” article on Page 2).

In an area where there is a lot of uncertainty for 
businesses, one thing is certain – consumers are 
wielding more power now that they are armed with 
information and greater choice.
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Enabling Access

Although more traditional products like maps, 
planners, cameras, compasses, radios, calculators, 
alarm clocks, phone books, game consuls, mp3 
players, address books, point of sale devices, etc. are 
being displaced by smartphones and tablets, apps 
on these devices, or gadgets that connect to them 
(such as Square), consumers and even business in 
general aren’t necessarily worse for the wear. Smart 
devices have given consumers and small businesses 
greater access to services and opportunities that were 
previously unavailable to them.

One example, discussed in the previous issue of the 
Consumers’ Research Bulletin, is how consumers are 
now able to use smart devices and apps to monitor 
their personal health. They can count their steps, take 
their temperature, and check their blood pressure, 
pulse rate, and oxygen levels. They can even share 
this information with their healthcare providers to 
improve quality of care.

Sure, traditional travel agencies have all but become 
obsolete because of how consumer behavior has 
shifted (due to the availability of information and 
ease of online booking), but such shifts have opened 
the door for innovative businesses and services that 
better serve consumers and their demands. The 
“there’s an app for that” mentality will continue to 
push businesses to “adapt or perish” (see article on 
Page 17), but it also gives start-ups the opportunity to 
meaningfully compete and positively disrupt.

Another key way smart devices improve access is 
by enabling lower income consumers to regularly 
connect to the Internet. Many lower income 
consumers do not have fixed access to the Internet in 
their homes, due to prohibitive costs (of the service as 
well as personal computers); however, mobile access 
through pay-as-you-go and monthly mobile plans can 
cost less than half of what ISPs charge for monthly 
fixed access and (in some cases) subsidize the cost of a 
mobile device through a contract.

Consumer Risks and Privacy Concerns

Consumers aren’t the only actors shifting their 
behavior. Hackers have also switched gears and have 
begun to target smart devices. With all this increased 
access and Internet use comes the increased creation 
of data, and with more data comes more risk. Major 
retail companies and banks have recently experienced 
serious security breaches that have compromised 
the private information of employees and consumers 
alike. Additionally, consumers are concerned about 
their privacy and how businesses are using their 
personal data. However, to learn more about “big 
data” privacy and security risks, keep an eye out for the 
next issue of the Consumers’ Research Bulletin. ◀



|  C onsumer s’  Research Fall 201417

n the transportation sector, the taxi industry 
faces new and global competition.  Around the 
world, ridesharing services like Lyft, Uber, and 

Sidecar offer convenient, user-friendly transportation 
that disrupts the taxi monopoly over budget car-for-
hire services. This has spurred entrenched interests, 
such as taxi unions, to advocate for regulations or, in 
some cases, the termination of ridesharing businesses 
altogther (i.e. Germany). However, rather than push 
for more regulation or termination of the ridesharing 
economy, taxi companies should improve their service 
and focus their efforts on working with policy makers 
to reform burdensome policies that stifle their ability 
to innovate and compete.

Uber now operates in 207 cities in 45 countries and 
Lyft has a presence in nearly 70 U.S. cities – both 
with plans to expand – demonstrating that there is a 
demand for alternatives to traditional taxi services. 
For instance, according to the San Francisco Municipal 
Transportation Agency (MTA), taxi use in the San 
Francisco has decreased by 65 percent as consumers 
switch to ridesharing services.

Additionally, a study conducted by UC Berkeley 
revealed that the top reasons for why respondents 
chose rideshares over taxis were: ease of payment, 
shorter wait times, and fastest way to destination. 
The study also found that 92 percent of rideshare 
vehicle requests arrived in fewer than 10 minutes 
during evening rush hour, while this only applied 
to 16 percent of dispatched taxis during that time. 
Furthermore, survey respondents indicated that 37 
percent of dispatched taxis took more than 20 minutes 
to arrive during evening rush hour, whereas only one 
percent of rideshares took that long to arrive.

With taxi companies historically dominating the 
budget car-for-hire market, the taxi industry has 
lacked sufficient incentive to better its offering – until 
ridesharing alternatives came on scene, that is. Overall 
the UC Berkeley study demonstrates what consumers 
value and provides a starting point for taxi companies 
to address identified problems. The numbers don’t lie 
– consumers want the ridesharing alternatives to taxis.

IMelissa Medina

Innovate or Perish: Why Taxi 
Companies Should Switch Gears
Opinion Editorial

Rather than adapt to consumer demand, in an act 
of self-preservation, the taxi industry began to 
call for government intervention. However, if the 
government steps in and ends viable ridesharing 
businesses, consumers would be worse off. They 
would be left with no budget car-for-hire alternative 
and a taxi industry that has failed to innovate to meet 
new market demands. If the taxi industry aims to 
survive, it must better its services to cater to consumer 
demand, rather than focus on trying to tear down 
its competition through government action. This 
kind of market Darwinism, the survival of the fittest 
businesses, raises the bar for service.

If these competing services continue to innovate 
and expand, the ultimate winner is the consumer. 
Thus, the focus on government termination of the 
ridesharing economy is misdirected. The taxi industry 
should instead address consumers’ needs, starting by 
spotlighting and contending outmoded regulations 
governing its own industry in order to reform laws 
that diminish the competitiveness of taxi companies 
with ridesharing alternatives.

To be clear, complete deregulation of the taxi industry 
is not the answer. Some regulations are necessary to 
protect consumer safety. The ridesharing community 
must also abide by safety standards. According to 
Uber, 14 U.S. jurisdictions have adopted ridesharing 
regulations including: Chicago, Baton Rouge, 
Oklahoma City, Washington, D.C., and multiple 
cities in California. Reforming regulations that are 
cumbersome and costly is essential to the survival 
of taxi companies. It is important to note that, faced 
with outright bans, even ridesharing services have 
indicated that they are open to discussing regulations. 
It is critical that policy makers adapt to industry 
advances in order to enable innovation to flourish for 
both taxi companies and ridesharing businesses.

There are some examples of positive steps policy 
makers have taken to allow competition and 
innovation. For instance, in San Francisco the MTA 
is working with taxi companies on industry reforms 
to emphasize better service.  MTA is promoting 
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the use of credit card readers and electronic data 
systems.  Additionally, Malcolm Heinicke, one of 
MTA’s board members stated, “The agency should also 
consider some flexibility in the fixed rates taxis are 
required to charge.” Furthermore, the San Francisco 
taxi industry and the MTA began to allow a citywide 
taxi-hailing app, along with other “hail and pay” apps 
for taxi companies to use.

In Los Angeles, California Mayor Eric Garcetti recently 
requested that the city's Board of Taxi Commissioners 
review the 64 pages of rules governing taxi companies. 
This practice serves to update archaic regulations 
like the one in Los Angeles that requires taxi drivers 
to wear white dress shirts and black dress pants 
with matching black shoes and socks. The LA taxi 
regulations also require drivers to maintain $20.00 
in change throughout their shift, while also obliging 
drivers to both verbally inform passengers and post 
signs in their taxi stating the driver only carries $5.00 
in change on his or her person. With obsolete and 
contradictory rules like these, as well as inflexible 
rate requirements, it is time for the taxi industry and 
other cities to take note and recognize the regulatory 
burdens that prevent innovation for the taxi industry.

The focus on reforms is a step in the right direction. 
If alternatives to taxis are shut down, ultimately 
the consumer suffers – no choice, lower quality 
service. With competition, consumers win – more 
options, higher quality service.  To date, consumers 
have adapted to technological advances in the 
transportation industry, so should policy makers. 
Plus, at the current rate of technological innovation, 
self-driving vehicles may soon be the next taxi or 
rideshare fleet.  What will taxi drivers, rideshare 
drivers, and policy makers do then? ◀
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n up-and-comer in the green tech industry, 
Goal Zero produces portable solar products 
such as panels, charging kits and miniature 

generators. Rather than the more traditional 
industrial-sized solar panels that typically top 
residential homes, Goal Zero focuses on convenience 
and personal green tech gadgets. Such products are 
especially attractive to outdoor enthusiasts. For those 
who don’t want to be attached to a wall to charge their 
electronic devices Goal Zero has your back!

While originally designed for the hiker, the 
backpacker, or the overall adventurist, testers at 
Consumers’ Research felt the product may also lend 
itself to “the busy professional.” The busy professional 
is often on the go and may forget his or her phone 
charger. For this person, a portable device that 
charges small electronics could be a great fallback for 
forgetfulness. 

While the company produces a variety of charging kits, 
CR elected to test the “Nomad 7 Solar Panel and Guide 
10 Plus Recharger” (full kit costs $119.98). The product 
is advertised on the Goal Zero website as the ultimate 
lightweight power supply, using a USB connection and 
rechargeable AAA batteries to power small electronics 
including headlamps, smart phones, and GPS devices. 
For consumers interested in charging larger devices, 
Goal Zero offers the Sherpa 50 Solar Kit able to charge 
tablets, laptops, and digital cameras for $409.97. 

The kit arrived in two separate and surprisingly 
small packages. When opened, the CR team found 
a lightweight panel designed to attach to a tent or 
backpack. The panel is compact and folds shut for 
storage using magnets.  The instructions included 
in the box were clear, explaining the set-up process 
both in text and via images. The product is simple to 
set up and took approximately 5 minutes from box to 
sunlight. Most impressive though, is how light the 
panel is. It unfolds to be the size of a large, legal size 
envelope and weighs very little – perfect for carrying 
around. Furthermore, the panel includes pockets in 
which one can store the multiple cables included with 
the kit.

Despite its expectations, CR discovered that although 
the product is great for the outdoorsman (its target 
customer), it is less successful when used by “the busy 
professional” (not its target customer). According to 
USA Today, the national average one-way commute 
time is 25.5 minutes. The commute during which 
the Nomad 7 Solar Panel was tested included 30 
minutes of outdoor time in each direction, however, 
the product’s full potential was not reached. Half 
an hour twice a day to charge the Guide 10 Plus 
Recharger battery pack was not nearly enough. Three 
full hours are needed to do so – more than double the 
time needed to charge a smartphone via wall outlet. 
Furthermore, while an iPhone 5 adequately charged 
when connected to the Nomad 7 in constant sunlight, 
a fully charged Guide 10 Plus Recharger battery pack 
was unable to completely charge the smartphone on 
its own.

In order for the busy professional to employ the 
solar kit as a viable back-up charging device, more 
sun exposure is needed than what is available in a 
typical commute. Placing the panel on the dashboard 
of a vehicle or a sunny window during the day 
increases sun exposure, but for commuters using 
public transportation or urban drivers who park in 
underground garages this is not always an option. The 
next best alternative is leaving the panel and battery 
pack at home in the sunlight to charge during the day. 

For testing purposes, this tactic worked well. The 
battery pack charged enough that it was prepared the 
next time a phone needed some juice. However, this 
was clearly less convenient than simply plugging into 
a wall. If depending on the Goal Zero Nomad 7 Solar 
Panel as a fallback option, one would have to plan to 
need a failsafe. However, one probably never plans to 
forget their charger. 

In a quick side-by-side review of portable solar 
chargers conducted by OutdoorGearLab, the Goal 
Zero Nomad 7 received a score of 61 out of 100 when 
used as intended. Similar to the findings of CR, the 
outdoor company noted the pros for the product 
include “light, inexpensive, simple, can charge two 

AOlivia Ferguson

The Results are in: 
Goal Zero
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devices at once.” Though the final point noted by 
the company was untested by CR, multiple sources 
confirm that the product struggles to charge multiple 
devices at once and is unable to charge an iPad. Noted 
on OutdoorGearLab’s website, the Nomad 7 struggled 
with charging iPhones and would stop charging the 
moment a person or cloud blocked the sun. However, 
the inclusion of the Guide 10 Plus Recharger battery 
pack in CR’s product testing eliminated this problem 
and ensured the phone continued charging thanks 
to the energy saved in the pack. Similar products 
recommended by OutdootGearLab include the 
SolarMonkey adventurer, and Instapark Mercury 10. 

While such products are bringing green tech closer to 
everyday use, there is still a ways to go before today’s 
gadget dependency can be supported by portable solar 
power. For now, GoalZero remains most useful to the 
outdoorsman. ◀
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as prices are expected to take a significant dip 
this season, dropping below $3 per gallon in 
certain regions. Gas prices normally decrease 

in the colder months as refiners switch back to 
cheaper gasoline blends for the cool seasons. Refiners 
are generally prohibited from using cheaper blends 
in warmer months due to the dangers of pollutants 
when higher temperatures amplify smog. Even 
considering this, gas price dips this year have been 
lower than usual. Lower gas prices also seem to be a 
global phenomenon. Despite conflict in the Middle 
East, which tends to result in an increase in prices, oil 
managed to fall to $67 per barrel.

Some experts predict that gas prices will continue 
to decrease and stay low as American drillers find 
ways of increasing the efficiency of their oil wells and 
consumers buy more fuel-efficient vehicles, therefore 
pushing supply up and demand down. The end of 
the summer driving season has also been a factor in 
the decrease in gas prices. As Americans returned 
home from vacation and began school and work, 
the national driving average decreased, making the 
amount of gas purchased relatively low. The lack of 
hurricanes along the Eastern seaboard this fall also 
helped production.

The AAA Daily Fuel Gauge reports that the national 
average for gas prices is currently at $2.66 in early 
December and likely to remain low. Fall prices hit a 
7-month low and were 10 cents lower than last year’s 
fall price average, although winter prices are more 
than 50 cents lower than last year’s winter prices so 
far. Gas prices tend to continue decreasing through 
the winter months, usually seeing an increase in mid-
December – although unlikely this year. Prices will 
likely stay relatively low throughout winter until mid-
February when prices go up closer to spring averages. 
Regions in the West and New York state, which 

normally have costlier gas, will see higher prices than 
the national average, while many Southeastern states 
will have the lowest prices in the nation.

Prices may experience some wavering, should 
unexpected complications present themselves in 
coming months.  According to AAA, the geopolitical 
situation in many of the world’s largest oil producing 
regions may play a role in the price of gas in future 
months. The conflicts in Iraq and Syria, as well as 
the situation in Ukraine, remain unresolved and 
could flare up, affecting oil and gas production and 
supply worldwide. Other complications could arise in 
refineries here in the U.S. and abroad. Decisions made 
by oil companies and state and federal regulators 
can cause unexpected shifts in the price of gas at 
the consumer level. The interactions between oil 
companies and state regulators have resulted in the 
compromise of fuel production before, as was the case 
when oil producers like BP and Shell sold some or 
all of their refineries in California due to some of the 
state’s environmental regulations.   

While winter gas prices are relatively low, fuel 
efficiency in most cars decreases significantly in cold 
weather. Cars lose energy in lower temperatures 
requiring more gas to reach optimal engine 
temperatures and more energy to counteract the 
decreased tire pressure and increased air resistance 
caused by the cold. The Department of Energy 
recommends the following fuel-saving techniques for 
cold weather months: 
•  Avoid warming up cars before beginning a trip, as 

idling is less efficient than driving to warm up.
•  Begin trips gently after 30 seconds of warming. 

This should be sufficient according to most 
manufactures.

•  Keep a close eye on tire pressures and park in warm 
places to boost energy efficiency.

Consumers looking to lower their gas expenditure 
even more than the seasonal price dip can take a few 
extra measures to find the best deals. Consumers 
who live close to state borders may consider making 
a trip to neighboring states that have lower gas sales 
taxes. Consumers can also find lower gas prices using 
numerous mobile apps like Gas Buddy or Gas Guru. 
These apps will scope out gas prices by location 
allowing consumers to compare prices and find the 
best deals in their area. Additionally, AAA reports 
changes in national and regional gas prices on its 
website, allowing consumers to stay abreast of price 
adjustments. Planning out trips to discover more 
efficient paths and cutting down on driving altogether 
will also help lower gas consumption year round. ◀

GMillan Bederu

Gas Prices Update

Regular Mid Premium Diesel

Current Avg. $2.64 $2.86 $3.04 $3.48

Yesterday Avg. $2.66 $2.87 $3.06 $3.49

Week Ago Avg. $2.75 $2.96 $3.15 $3.56

Month Ago Avg. $2.93 $3.14 $3.32 $3.63

Year Ago Avg. $3.26 $3.43 $3.61 $3.85

Source: AAA National Gas Averages for 11 December 2014
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A Three-Tiered Approach to 
Tackling E-Waste

he Consumer Electronics Association estimates 
that as of April 2008 the average American 
household owned approximately 24 electronics, 

ranging from computers and mobile phones to 
traditional television sets. As the holiday season 
creeps closer, the latest iPad, laptop, smartphone, 
etc. to hit the shelves will undoubtedly top holiday 
wish lists across the nation. Electronics companies 
are constantly competing to produce the next most 
sought-after product and continue to manufacture 
more and more merchandise. The influx of all these 
new and improved products begs the question, where 
are the old ones going? Many people simply put their 
old electronics away in a drawer to serve as a back-
up for lost or damaged devices. While designating 
back-up devices and/or donating unwanted gadgets 
prolongs the life of electronics, eventually they are 
discarded.  The EPA reports that the United States 
generated over 3.1 million tons of e-waste, defined as 
discarded electrical or electronic devices, in 2009, a 
figure that continues to increase. 

According to a New York Times article by Leyla 
Acaroglu, the majority of retired electronics end up in 
piles of e-waste in developing countries. The piles are 
then set alight by locals in an attempt to retrieve the 
valuable pieces of gold and silver embedded within 
phones, computers, etc. While contract exportation 
of electronics is legal in the United States, the practice 
heightens the risk of exposure of individuals to the 
potentially dangerous elements within the discarded 
electronics. As it is often women and children who 
collect the scrap metal, they are at a higher risk of 
exposure to the toxins. For this reason, there has been 
a recent push by legislators and nonprofits, as well as 
some private businesses, to find alternatives to current 
electronics disposal methods.

Legislative Initiatives

In regards to national regulation, approximately half 
of U.S. states have laws on the disposal and recycling 
of electronics, however many individuals want to put 
forth a national act, as well as oversight guidelines, 
in order to prevent the export and/or improper 
disposal of electronics. Despite the push for domestic 

T recycling, domestic companies find themselves at a 
financial disadvantage to those businesses that export 
e-waste to overseas recyclers, where there is little to 
no waste disposal infrastructure in place and there are 
few restrictions regarding worker safety and pollution 
standards. 

The Responsible Electronics Recycling Act (RERA) 
introduced in the Senate in March 2014, establishes a 
set of guidelines for the proper disposal of electronic 
waste. Specifically, the bipartisan bill restricts the 
export of such waste to certain nations and establishes 
criminal penalties if restricted electronic waste is 
improperly exported.  According to the Coalition 
for American Electronics Recycling (CAER), the 
bills would promote fair and responsible trade and 
encourage investment in American recycling capacity. 
Other aspects of the bills include: 
•  The creation of seven well-paying jobs in recycling 

for every one job currently involved in the e-waste 
broker/exporter trade. 

•  The promotion of fair trade in tested, working 
electronics and recycled commodities.

Supporters of the bill include electronics 
manufacturers, retailers, electronics recyclers, and 
environmental groups. CAER is reportedly confident 
RERA will pass in the next year. 

At an international level, the Basel Convention 
is an international treaty intended to reduce the 
transportation of hazardous waste between nations, 
especially to least developed countries (LCDs) that 
often bare the impact of such practices. The treaty 
pushes for the disposal of hazardous waste as close 
as possible to the site of generation, as well as offers 
assistance to LCDs in the management of imported 
and domestic waste. According to the act, hazardous 
waste is defined as materials that are explosive, 
flammable, toxic, and/or corrosive. The treaty opened 
for votes in 1989 and as of February 2014, 180 nations, 
as well as the European Union were party to the 
Convention. While the United States and Haiti both 
signed the Convention, it was not ratified in either 
country. 

Olivia Ferguson
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Private Initiatives

Many computer, television, and cell phone 
manufacturers, as well as retailers, offer take-back 
programs and/or host recycling events. Eric Renshaw, 
service manager at MacDoctors says, “There are places 
that do cellphone repairs that might use [a cell phone] 
for parts or they might sell it outright if it’s a good 
phone.” The following list includes just a few examples 
of companies that offer such programs. 

Best Buy – The electronics company offers consumers 
the option of bringing in old devices which can either 
be recycled or traded in for value toward a new device 
or a gift card. 

 
Apple – Similar to Best Buy, the technology powerhouse 

will compensate consumers for the trade-in of an 
old Apple phone with value that can go toward a new 
device or a gift card to the store. 

Gazelle.com – This company buys back used modern 
electronic devices for cash and offers free shipping 
for the exchange. 

eBay.com – An advantage of using eBay’s online 
marketplace is that the website aides its vendors in 
adequately pricing the device by allowing the user 
to compare it to similar items currently on offer. To 
resell on eBay, however, the device’s condition is 
crucial.  

Other companies offering buy-backs, trade-ins, and 
recycling programs include Dell, LG, Panasonic, Sharp, 
Sony, Staples, and Samsung Electronics. 

Nonprofit Initiatives

Various nonprofits have been founded to aid with the 
movement toward responsible e-recycling.  

Cell Phones for Soldiers – This nonprofit accepts 
“gently used” phone donations and then sells the 
phones to ReCellular. Proceeds from these sales go 
toward calling cards for soldiers.

E-Stewards – A nonprofit based in Seattle, Washington, 
was founded as an extension of the Basel Convention 
intended to fight the growing threat of e-waste 
despite the lack of widespread legislation. The 
website, www.e-stewards.org, provides a map of 
certified electronic recyclers nationwide, as well as 
abroad. 

National Coalition Against Domestic Violence 
(NCADV) – Similar to Cell Phones for Soldiers, 
NCADV has a partnership with a cell phone recycling 
company, Cellular Recycler, which gives a portion of 

the profits from the sale of refurbished cell phones 
to NCADV in order to support its programming that 
helps stop violence in the home.

 
Tips for Trading in Old Phones

Industry experts advise consumers to always wipe all 
information off an electronic device before donating, 
selling, or recycling it. CAER reports that many 
brokers and exporters claim to provide data erasure, 
but often lack the resources to do so properly. The 
export of technology that has not been fully cleared 
of stored information can make the user vulnerable 
to data breaches and identity theft. While some cell 
phone trade-in programs, such as NCADV, assure their 
donors that they wipe the cell phones themselves, it 
never hurts to personally ensure that the job is done 
properly.

Furthermore, when reselling an old phone do so 
expediently, as the value of electronic devices tends to 
deteriorate faster than other products. ◀


