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By David L. Huffman

What Sells?

Insights for a changing marketplace

Everyone wants to know, “what sells?” But is
that the right question?  There are countless
anecdotes of people paying ridiculous sums for

the most bizarre items, from
supposed genuine moon rocks to
the crust from Elvis Presley’s last
fried peanut butter and jelly sand-
wich. Anything sells, if you find the
right buyer. That doesn’t help
much; in fact, it seems almost to
dismiss the problem. But it helps
us focus on the realist approach to
selling jewelry.  That is, that it’s
really about putting the right
product in front of the right market.
Beyond that, it is a question of what
product is going to be profitable for
you? What’s more, what product is
going to be enjoyable for you to
sell?

It was Modern Jeweler Executive
Editor Jeff Prine who reminded us that sales success
“is less a matter of the characteristics of the
jewelry...as...jewelers getting a fix on exactly who
their customers are.”I would add that you need to also
examine who your competitors for those customers
might be. You don’t want to carry a product that puts
you up against one of the 800-pound gorillas of the
jewelry  industry, namely, big box stores with a huge
advertising budget and a willingness to operate on
razor-thin margins.

In another article, 10 retailers were interviewed and
asked to describe their best fast-turning products. As
could be expected, there were 10 different profiles of
product lines that work well for these merchants.
One might infer from these results that salability is
largely an issue of a merchant meeting the needs of
his local demographic.But it’s also likely that the

demographic has already arrived at the door after
being filtered by and attracted to the branded image
that a retailer has developed.  If a merchant is obser-
vant, he or she can aim for a demographic that has
discretionary income.  But there are already profes-
sionals trying to identify these groups and market to
them.  I don’t think it’s wise to assume that these
analysts have entirely ascertained what the most
desirable customers are going to buy.In other words,
don’t imitate what you think a successful retailer
you’ve seen is doing.  You don’t know their entire
strategy, or know how well it’s working for them.

There is the issue, for most retail-
ers, of what kinds of inventory they
can afford to carry.  Furthermore,
it’ s likely that the most effective
efforts  merchants can put to task
are going to be centered around
product lines they can appreciate
and feel confident selling.

So which comes first, the inventory
or the customer?

For a retailer of goods produced by
others, the logical answer to the
“chicken or egg?”question is easy
to resolve. You buy the best cus-
tomers you can afford by carrying
quality merchandise that suits the
character of your business and

supports the buying experience you seek to provide.
Then you make sure you have effective advertising to
these customers while trying to distinguish yourself
from everyone else on the block. It’s not as compli-
cated as it sounds because it’s an intuitive process
that should be constantly evolving. It requires you to
observe all aspects of your business at all times.
Welcome to the new economy.

Pamela Danziger, president of Unity Marketing, who
does research for many Fortune 500 companies, tries
to shed light on the purchasing habits of consumers in
her book, Why People Buy Things They Don’t Need.
She states, “Shopping today has shifted at its very
core; shopping is no longer about the thing, but about
the experience.” Why is this news?  Good merchants
have always been aware of the relationships they
have with their customers.  Trust, service,  account-
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ability, have always been the standard in the jewelry
industry, at least in the days of the Main Street
jeweler, the one who’s been there in the same loca-
tion for the last
40 years.  It is a
new concept to
the big chain
retailers, and I
doubt they’ll be
eager to adopt it
unless they
change their
objectives from
short-term gains
to long-range
customer
loyalties. So, the
moral of the
story is there’s a
brand new niche market out there for quality and
service.

Meanwhile, you can decide what will contribute more
to the shopping experience; a new CAD imaging
system where customers can see what their custom
piece of jewelry will look like or a plate of cookies
and some toys in the corner for the kids to play with.
It you can afford both, great!  If not, go for the
cookies.

If you are one of those jewelry artists who make all
of their own products, your approach is not really
that much different than that of the merchandiser.

You’ll have a branded image in terms of the jewelry
you produce, and, somewhere out there, a market
should  develop for your unique creations. And
hopefully, your decor, your advertising, everything
about your business expresses this personal vision.
Obviously, the same principles also apply to your
sales website. Equally important,  a retailer can
wrongly identify his market, or supply the wrong
product, or both. Your only defense is to carry a
broad range of price points and determine from
experience what works. But you are always better off
making the best product that you can afford to make.
If you don’t put your best foot forward, sooner or
later someone else in your town will. I’m going to
risk being repetitive here: don’t sell anything you
don’t respect.  Value is always a combination of

quality (in design, workmanship, and materials) and
the service that goes with it.

Profits will
always be
better on

higher-priced
items. But temper
that with the need
to supply enough
product to give
your customers
have enough
choices.  Structure
your price points
like a diamond,
not like a pyra-
mid.  You should
have a few high-

ticket items, a lot of mid range products, and a
smaller collection of less expensive pieces. Too much
stuff at the bottom will only train your customers to
come to you for the low-priced gift items.Then you’ll
be forever servicing  that market.

On the other hand, too many big-ticket items will
leave you blowing the dust off your cash register
while you’re waiting for your ship to come in.
You want the customers who are “splurging” a bit on
themselves or a loved one, along with the infrequent
sale of a “significant expenditure” for a very impor-
tant occasion or very special person. The idea that
there is significant  market in the retail jewelry
business for “impulse” buys has not been well
examined.  It’s a phenomenon of supermarket check-
out lines that somehow gets applied where it doesn’t
always belong.  Meanwhile, the entire profile of the
system can be moved up, pricewise, at any time it
seems that you’re attracting a more affluent clientele.

So, I guess my best response to the question of “what
sells” is basically this: anything that is good enough
to be cherished by the person who buys it, as long as
it’s sold to them by a person they can respect.

-David L. Huffman
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