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DEAR READER, 
Retail has a problem. And it is not about place. It is about people. This is a lesson I have learned 
repeatedly over the years. Let me explain this through a personal experience.

I love to travel, just like almost everyone else. The difference is that I prefer doing it on my bicycle. That 
is why I recently needed a new cycling computer.. After 10 years of heavy use my old Garmin device 
had stopped working. So, I checked the internet for information on available new products and their 
price and I quickly found that a new generation of the device was available, with a list price of EUR 749 
and an actual market price of around EUR 598 at various retailers. One of these stores was located in 
downtown Vienna, so I decided to go there after work and buy the new device there. 

The place was impressive: a sleek new bike store filled with high-end road bikes and premium 
equipment for serious cyclists. Locked in a showcase was exactly the computer I had come here to 
buy. One of the employees came to me and asked if he could help me. I told him that I wanted the 
device, and he immediately took it from the showcase and handed it to me with a smile. Boxed and 
factory-sealed. We both went to the cash register and then I was told that the price would be 749 
Euro. I was surprised and explained that I had checked online beforehand, where the exact same 
product was listed for EUR 598.

That’s where the employee stopped smiling. Looking at me, he said, “Yes. But that is our online price. 
Here in the store the price is 749.” He then explained that operating a physical store, keeping products 
in stock and providing expert advice all come at a cost that customers should be willing to pay for. 

As a customer, I found that completely unreasonable. Why should I, after making the effort and take 
the time to visit a physical store and purchase there, pay significantly more than someone ordering the 
exact same product online from the same retailer and having it delivered for free? After 15 minutes of 
discussion, the employee finally agreed to sell me the device at the online price. But I left the store 
with a distinctly bad feeling. Needless to say, I won’t return to that store, how shiny and attractive it 
might be. 

To me, that lesson once again proved that a bad experience can ruin any place. No matter how much 
effort and money has been spent to build and operate it. In the end, retail real estate remains a people 
business. Places matter, but people determine whether those places succeed or fail.

And, here is my advice to all placemakers: do not focus your investments on places alone. Do some 
mystery shopping wherever you travel to and find the weak spots. More often than not, those weak 
spots turn out to be people.

Yours sincerely,
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Peter Sempelmann
Editor in Chief
p.sempelmann@across-magazine.com
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