
 
      

Supermarket Power 
 
 

In the 1950s, as supermarkets grew larger and stocked more and more goods, 
keeping track of what had been sold was a mammoth task. Shops were forced 
to close regularly in order literally to count what was on the shelves. 
 
Scanning 
 
American inventors, aware of this problem, began working on a way to track 
products automatically. The first barcoding system was invented by Americans 
Joseph Woodland and Bernard Silver in 1952. They produced an affordable, 
automated system using newly invented laser technology. The resulting scanners 
could ‘read’ the labels and send the information to an integrated electronic 
circuit. In 1974, in an Ohio supermarket, a packet of chewing gum became the 
first product to be sold with the aid of a scanner. Since then, scanning 
technology has played a major part in the distribution methods that stock our 
supermarkets, while also allowing more and more shops to collect consumer 
information. This information has helped them sell the right things to the right 
people. 
 
Loyalty cards 
 
Loyalty card schemes at supermarkets and other large chain stores now play a 
major part in the retailing process. They give card holders freebies, discounts, 
and information about new products and special offers, whilst also ‘rewarding’ 
the consumer for shopping regularly at their particular store. 
 
However, it is not only customers that gain from such reward schemes. Retailers 
are able to access detailed information about the shopping habits and lifestyles 
of their customers. This information allows supermarkets to manipulate and 
redistribute the products they sell, to promote new products and find new 
markets for existing ones, to test consumer reaction to price rises, and to offer 
incentives to buy expensive ‘luxury’ items. By monitoring the data of particular 
individuals or groups (young mothers for example), retailers can push 
advertising and promotional offers to their target audience. 
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