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Shoppers and Retailers: Check those prices carefully

Lincoln, Neb. Holiday shoppers and retail owners should pay attention to prices as they complete huge volumes of purchases this season.  Surveys conducted by weights and measures officials across the U.S. show a significant risk to buyers and sellers from incorrect charges.

In a 2011 survey of over 2200 stores, state inspectors in North Carolina found that customers were overcharged on nearly 10 percent of the items. Conversely, the Arizona Department of Weights and Measures conducted over 2,500 unannounced inspections last year and found 1,384 instances where retailers charged less than the advertised prices totaling $21,440 in undercharges.  While the vast majority of retailers’ price scanners were correct, there were also 861 instances when retailers charged more than their advertised price, totaling nearly $6,000 in overcharges.

Even though the error rates vary, it takes only a few errors to damage a consumer’s budget or jeopardize a business’s profit.  That error is repeated every time the item is sold.

Scanner technology speeds shoppers through checkout lines and helps retailers manage inventories and track consumer preferences, but accuracy is dependent on the programmer.  Now some retailers are switching to mobile checkout technology to check customers out anywhere in the store.  Shoppers should be even more cautious as both they and the retailers adjust to new systems.  

Weights and Measures officials in many jurisdictions oversee this part of the marketplace by conducting inspections and responding to consumer complaints.

“Their goal is to protect consumers, as well as to help business owners,” said Don Onwiler, Executive Director of the National Conference on Weights and Measures. “These inspectors protect buyers and sellers and promote fair competition at a time when every dollar counts.”

Onwiler said retailers need to reduce pricing errors to build customer confidence, safeguard their reputation and protect their profits. Stores with excessive errors can be subject to fines and civil penalties.  Last August, for example, Staples reached a settlement approved by the Marin County Superior Court, for $968,157 in civil penalties, costs and restitution for violating California law.  

“Don’t be shy about questioning prices,” said Onwiler.  He offered the following shopping tips to avoid price scanner problems:

· Write down the prices and the posted discounts as you shop; 

· Bring advertisements with you; 

· Be organized so you can pay attention during check out; 

· Watch the point-of-sale display as the items ring up; 

· If you suspect errors, ask questions before you pay and; 
· Check your receipt and resolve discrepancies before you leave the store.

To file a complaint, locate your state authority at www.ncwm.net/content/state-directors.

The National Conference on Weights and Measures is a professional nonprofit association of state and local weights and measures officials, federal agencies, manufacturers, retailers and consumers. NCWM has developed national weights and measures standards since 1905. The organization brings the right interests together to keep pace with innovative advancements in the marketplace.

News and court sources:
North Carolina statistics:  http://www.wral.com/news/local/wral_investigates/story/10413522/
Arizona statistics:  http://www.abc15.com/dpp/money/business_news/more-businesses-undercharged-than-overcharged-in-az-last-year
Staples settlement:  http://da.sonoma-county.org/content.aspx?sid=1023&id=2611
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