Whose Price is Right?

By   Paul Herabig

“Come On Down!!::”.  

For over 50 years, that cry could only come from another episode of “The Price is Right,” one of the most popular game shows of last century and this one as well.   I remember watching it decades ago and again just recently.  Although jazzed up with some new twists I could not recognize, the main premise is the same:  four contestants chosen from the audience are invited to bid on merchandise against each other and the one who comes closest without going over wins the object shown.  The show is lively and continues to be popular with the viewing public (obviously after over fifty non-stop years of shows). I can’t say I like the format:  almost without exception when a sweet little old lady has bid $60.00, the young, wild kid on her right will bid  $61.00 or so and virtually shut out her chances of winning (I cheer when the price shown is $60.99 and she wins and he looses).  I always felt all four contestants should bid independently without knowledge of the other’s bid but that would not be as entertaining as what they actually do.

What brings up this memory?  Sometime ago, the boss and I were at Rose-Hulman for Mother’s Day and they sponsored a “Price Is Right” event.  Prizes varied from a can of Soup to a pack of batteries to Armour-All car wax to an I-pod.  Although we applied, the closest we got to winning was when Rachel won a door prize (an 8 pack of batteries which in my only moment of glory I traded afterwards for another contestant’s Crock Pot—not that we needed either.)   As the event continued and contestants used their vast consumer expertise to bid on the items served, it occurred to me how poor we must be as consumers not to even come close to the prices of common household products. And to be quite fair about it, I was not doing an acceptable job of guessing the prices either.

Why?  Or rather Why not?  Whose prices were they quoting anyway?  Afterwards I pinned own one of the Student Association sponsors and asked him where they derived their official reference prices for the products offered?  His answer was simple and to the point:  manufacturer suggested list prices.  Then I immediately understood why neither myself nor most others in the audience could guess the official price. The Manufacturer suggested list price (MSLP)  is an artificial price placed on the product by the original manufacturer as an initial starting point for the retailer.  Eighty years ago under retail price maintenance laws, stores could offer products only at the MSLP designated price.  The purpose at that time was to prevent the large A&P Grocery Chain (where are they today I wonder?) from under-pricing all the Ma & Pa Corner stores and driving them out of business.  Retail Price Maintenance laws fell out of disfavor after WWII with the inevitable result of the rise of the discounters.

In the modern era, manufacturers sell to wholesalers and retailers.  They may have a MSLP but it is irrelevant with all the trade allowances provided to the retailer (I doubt if many retailers really know or understand the final price they pay for a product).  Then the retailer turns around and markets the item to the public . . . at whatever price they deem to be fit.   I examined prices of the same grocery product offered by Meijer, Walmart, Scott, Kroger,  at gas convenience stores, at mini-markets.   Even when it was NOT on sale, the price varied almost fifty percent among potential retail outlets.  No wonder the public is confused and cannot price accurately a given product.

In the end, all that matters is the customer.  Not the MSLP. Not the retailer.  It is the customer who determines if the price is right!  

