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Modern (mass) consumer societies are based primarily on two main actors. On the one hand the modern consumer is often seen as an unchallenged sovereign, who decides what will be bought and what is important. On the other hand retailers and retailing have established themselves as a key branch of economy, which decides what people can buy and what will be sold. Is not yet clear, which of these two actors is more important, more decisive. But obviously the changing relationship between these two main actors is crucial to understand modern (mass) consumer societies.

While studies of consumption and consumers have become an important and even fashionable topic of historical and sociological research, the history of 20th century retailing is still a neglected working field in Germany.
 The general economic development of retail trade is analyzed only in a superficial way and business history is still at the beginning. This situation has consequences for this paper: Contemporary models of retailer-consumer relations aren’t very helpful, because they focus only on the development of the last 30 years.
 Wide-used theories of business development are normally based on the evolution of production or successful producers of consumer goods.
 As a consequence this paper will analyze retailer-consumer relations in 20th century Germany in a more inductive way.

To delimit the topic three restrictions must be added. First, this paper will concentrate on the perspective of retailers and – more distant – of retail trade, to analyze 1. their awareness of consumers, 2. their behaviour inside shop and business and 3. their changing understanding of their strategic position to the consumer.
 Second, the analysis will focus on the main developments, on general trends, although it is obvious, that even main arguments must be differentiated in detail. Confronted with a highly fragmentated economic sector, with, for instance, more than one million self-employed retailers before World War I, it is not possible to differentiate always between even main branches and types of business.
 Third, in my view as a social and economic historian retailer-consumer relations can’t be seperated from socioeconomic and political developments, from questions of economic systems. This macro-perspective is functional, to know consumers in a more a general way, but of course it must be differentiated in more detailed analysis of more specific case studies.

1.
Retailing and shopping in Imperial Germany 

The late 19th century was the formation phase of a consumer society in Germany. But compared to Western European democracies, consumer awarness was very different. In Germany, there was no modern consumer, who expressed himself in public dispute before the turn of the century, when price rises and quality problems of groceries led to regional food riots, to early boycotts and political campaigns.
 This was not only a result of the relative weakness of the liberal bourgeoisie, but also a consequence of the strong position of adademic and commercial experts, who regulated broad fields of everyday consumption. For instance the German food law of 1879 allowed a relatively effective food control, which was backed by corporative norms of the “normal” composition of the most important foodstuffs since 1885.
 Quality standards were set by producers in different branches, so in the chocolate and cocoa industry since 1876. Chemists and lawyers, too, were experts, who put a growing number of consumption related problems on the political agenda, so the regulation of hire purchase shops in 1894.

The most important consumption expert of this time was the retailer, the qualified owner of a small branch shop. Although from an objective point of view his qualification was relatively low, for most shoppers he was the expert for new and periodical consumer goods. And this function got more and more important, when specialization of production led to a wider range of goods, which had to be introduced and explained: „So that the consumption of the individual can find such a broad material, this must be offered and attractive to many people, can’t be positioned to subjective differences of desire,...“.
 The growth of material culture led to an objective culture of experts of consumption, and this first of all meant retailers.

The number of these everyday experts of consumption increased rapidely during the German Empire. Retailing grew on a scale far above the population growth: The number of firms dealing in “trade with goods” rose from 483.300 in 1875, to 659.714 in 1895 and to 942.918 in 1907.
 This quantitative growth had a significant effect on consumer-retailer relations, too. Competition encreased, but it wasn’t pure price competition, but in most cases service competition.
 The standards of shopping increased especially since the late 1880s: „In our days even the ordinary public has increased its demand incomparably higher than decades ago. Everyone demands a keen service, a bigger range, a pleasant furnishing of the shop. No one would be satisfied, if the shop-owner, informed by the ringing of the door bell, would shuffle inside on his slippers, to sell merciful sugar, coffee, beans and flour to the customer. […] According to the type of his customers his clothes and behaviour has to be more elegant or simple, but he should never let himself go in front of even mediocre customers, appear in a neglected dress or serve in a costume, which may be convenient for a bedroom, but not for a shop. Inside his shop he should always take some etiquette into account. As a consequence it should be natural to keep the shop tidy and as clean as thinkable, to carry out domestic tasks like eating, drinking and smoking not inside the shop. Although it can be recognized here and there, the premises shouldn’t be used as a child’s room and family affairs or even martial discordance shouldn’t be dealt in front of the ears of customers etc. etc.”

Encreasing standards changed the relations between human beings, between retailer and customer. In German Empire, especially since the late 1880s, the shopper was more and more recognized as the often quoted ‘king’. Money and purchasing power established a new, but virtual hierarchy between retailer and customer. „At the moment the customer has the power, because he owns the money, which we want to remove from him. And those, who have the power, have the right, too.“
 But this new relationship didn’t meant the establishing of a real hierarchy. It was rather the start of a permanent game, of a kind of everyday theatre: The retailer became the link between a growing number of mass produced consumer goods and a growing number of customers, who wanted to share this development.
 As an expert of mass consumption, the retailer had to adjust himself to every single shopper in an apparent individualistic way – but this way was practicized in front of dozens other shoppers, too. Although, before World War I most German retailers were conviced that this cult of individualism in retailing had reached a level, which couldn’t be topped.

The changing relations between retailer and consumer can’t be understood without notifying the social changes in modern retailing. Although the independent retailer was the norm, the number of employees grew exceptionally. While the neighbouring retailer was acting in its own right, the employees had to be trained in a new and more specific way. During the 1870s and 1880s the shop was an important, but not the only working field of shop assistants. In many cases, they had to visit the bourgeoise customers at home and to deliver the goods later on. This service was intensified during the 1880s: Not only middle class but even working class customers got their milk and bread directly early in the morning. While retailers were oppressed by encreasing costs, male employees stressed these are duties out of their professional honour.
 They required a place only inside the shop and in contact with the customer. Only this would be a work as attractive as the job of office workers in wholesaling and administration. As a result, the professional profile of salesmen changed. Bourgeoise manners and behaviour became compulsory, and the bourgeoise consumer became the ideal for most German retailers. As a consequence, this caused knew training efforts, because most of the salesmen and especially the quickly growing number of cheap saleswomen, came from the lower middle classes and the working classes, too: “Because most of the salesperson, first of all the saleswomen are clumsy and don’t know the rules of social company, the firm has the permanent duty, to supervise and to correct the conduct of employees in front of the customers.”
 This regulation of behaviour forced a more hierarchical type of business organisation. Errands became the duty of apprentices and temporary workers, while salespersons and retailers were concentrated in the shop, where regular customers were treated with attentiveness. New forms of advertisement were used to attract new customers. Although in many cases the retailer was still a neighbour, and although personal elements still dominated retailer-consumer relations in small and middle-sized shops, new reflexive forms of communication got more and more important. Shopping was transformed to a kind of ritual. The way, the aim and the subject of commercial communication were regulated, retailer and consumer had to fulfill their specific function to be successful.

So retailer-consumer relations were part of a primarily normative discourse. The consumer should be respected as an actor, not as a person. High regard benefits him as a purchaser. Salesmen and -women, too, shouldn’t act in an individual way. They had to fulfill an abstract task. To do so, they had to avoid any extrem behaviour. The standardization of products and salespersons were parallel processes.

The well-trained retailer was a catalyst of selling. He had to attract the customer in an abstract way. Attraction shouldn’t obstruct the way to the products, but should be the fundament to guide and instruct the customer. This had two consequences. On the one hand this meant individual discipline. Retailer and salespersons had to withdraw their own emotions in favour of the success of business. They had to control and analyze themselves in a self-critical way, personal preferences should be eliminated.
 Solvency became decicive for a contact with a consumer, was sufficient for the ritual of selling. On the other hand “knowledge of human nature” became the fundament of a new way of treating the consumer.
 Retailers should stylize him at first glance, should categorize his social background and even his character. Governed by this knowlegde salespersons had to act and serve in a differentiated and adequate way. They had to lip-read the commerical wishes of the consumer, but it wasn’t their duty to fulfill them entirely. Part of the role of the retailer was a kind of commerical education of the consumer, which should motivate him to buy a better quality. The salesperson should present the wanted goods, but he should offer better goods, too. On the one hand this was necessary, to achieve higher turnovers and profits, but on the other hand it was a kind of service, to demonstrate, that the consumer was the sovereign, that he could make his own choise (although in reality he was often directed by the retailer).
 In Germany, the advice of the salespersons was more committing than in France or England. And so, competence and trustworthiness of the retailer became even more important, became central for his function as an expert of consumption: “Those salesmen, who can convince the customer, that he is a specialist on the side of the shopper, will prove themselves as capable and successful.”
 Of course this competence was an ideal, because normally there were conflicts with the main purpose of the business. Commercial communication remained a way of suggestion to win the trust of the customer and to concentrate him on the products themselves. Questions of sense were eliminated, buying wasn’t rebound to the life of the costumer. To know something about the life of the customers was important for retailer to bind him close to his shop: “Customers must be acquaintence, otherwise the relationship won’t last.”

Again we can see, that commerical communication was partly freed from human relations, that it was a kind of game. Parallel, the space of shopping and the ambience of the greater stores changed, so that shopping as a mass phenomenon became possible.
 Commercial freedom was won, personal obligations and considerations were retreated from the charme of the new. Of course new types of business, escpecially department stores, were trendsetters of this development.

The normed contact with the customer required skills, which normally were attributed to women. At the turn of the century the growing number of low paid female employees were concentrated primarely in the shop and had to sell goods directly to the customer, while male employees occupied the more attractive leading and coordinating tasks.
 One consequence of the intensified femalization of direct selling was, that even middle-sized shops hired cheap saleswomen. More and more the shop became a spezialized and gendered working field, which mirrored the “nature” of different genders. 

These new forms of hierarchial organisations allowed higher efficiency, became the basis of modern business management. Retailing was rebouned at economic benchmarks. Book-keeping got more and more common, indicators like turnover- and profit-rates became important. Especially the ‘new’ forms of business, like department stores and multiple shops, changed their way of selling to optimize the economic success.
 Early marketing knowlegde was founded in practice and professionalized in new established business schools.
 But parallel, the acting of both retailers and customers was regulated by an increasing number of governmental norms set by different academic experts. Hygienical instructions and regulations changed the way of presenting and handling groceries, packaging became more important. Physiologists and doctors pushed regulations for safe foodstuffs. Rooms and buildings were optimized with the help of architects, psychologists and advertisement experts. Retailer-consumer relations were part of a rational and efficient framework.

One point must be added: Although small bourgeoise and academic groups tried to educate the consumer to a moral, tasteful and upright way of consumption, those efforts hadn’t much success.
 But there were exceptions, especially in the history of consumer co-operatives, that rose particulary since the middle of the 1880s.
 They tried to improve the situation of the worker as a consumer with delivering high-quality products at prime costs. Their model of a egalitarian and rational consumer society was based on the imaginary of a rational consumer, who knew his needs and who bought without being tempted by commercial advertisement.
 As a consequence, salesmen had to “behave in a plain, respectable and dutiful way, and to handle shoppers with a courteous and modest behaviour”.
 Consumer and retailer were both seen as comrades, who had to act in a rational way, to strengthen the co-operative movement. While the behaviour of the employees could be regulated with the help of instructions, the behaviour of the consumer was understood as a problem of enlightment and education: “Education of the consumer – this is the slogan of today!”
 To change capitalistic society and economy he should buy as many goods as possible in the co-operative shop and should react to price rises or problems of supply in a rational and adaptable way.
 The consumer wasn’t seen as an individual, but as a link of a chain, which could change the world: “We, the army of consumers, are able, led from a single, great and handsome reason, to build up a paradise on earth.”
 But dreams like these convinced only a minority of consumers. Although consumer education remained an important part of communication of the consumer co-operatives, the competition to other types of retailing led to retailer-consumer relations, which were comparable to the capitalistic shops. For most consumers cheap prices and standardized quality were more important than the idea of a egalitarian consumer society, where everybody had to withdraw his personal needs.

World War I changed these retailer-consumer relations dramatically. The well adjusted hierarchy of a consumer market was transformed into a new hierarchy of a seller market. The main focus of retailing was no longer to sell, but to obtain goods. Raw materials were more and more recorded and controled, clothing and foodstuffs became part of a growing rationing system. Retailers were integrated into German war economy. They had to take up the increasing number of regulations, they had to communicate these to their customers. As a consequence, tension between retailers and consumers grew rapidly. Retailers were blamed for the unsufficient supply of goods, for products of minor quality and the fast rise of prices. While these were consequences of unsufficient war preparations and a result of the breakdown of international trade, many retailers tried to take advantage from their reasonable hierarchy to consumers. Regular customers were favoured, many products were hold back and prices were raised excessively. During World War I the right to get products at all became more and more fundamental. Consumers found themselves as supplicants; his majesty, the retailer, reigned his small kingdom, his shop: “Who doesn’t honours the saleswoman, isn’t worth the merchandise”.

This critical situation first of all had institutional consequences: At the end of 1914 consumer co-operatives, trade unions and housewife organisations founded the War Comitee for Consumer Interests, whose main task was to represent consumers to local, military and governmental authorities. Although this Comitee was praised emphatically as “a new factor of power” and as the institutional basis of a new consumer consciousness, which should overcome especially the class consciousness of workers
, it became an integral part of German war economy, too. Although the Comitee had some success in minimizing the consequences of scarcity and price rises, its main function was to educate consumers, especially housewives to a scheduled and economic consumption of food and clothing.
 This moral policy of consumption had no sustainable success, because it couldn’t change the structural problems of a seller market.

More imporant were concrete changes in everyday supply, which undermined the central position of retail trade. Customers made their own efforts to get goods, to find alternative ways of supply.
 During World War I the retail trade lost significant shares of consumer spendings, because many foodstuffs were bought directly from peasants or producers. Parallel, firms and local authorities started to purchase more and more goods, to stabilize production and public order.

Parallel, an increasing number of state regulations limited the freedom of action of retailers.
 To protect consumers maximum prices and supply rates were fixed. Retailers had to start consumer lists and were forced to a new transparency of selling: Now, for instance, prices had to be labeled openly.
 Price controls became normal, tax rates grew, a specialized bureaucracy was built up. Parallel, the turnover of utility goods decreased dramatically, inflation minimized the real incomes and officials supported the bigger and more efficient forms of business. Altough retailer-consumer relations changed in favour of the distributers, World War I undermined their position in the supply chain and led to decreasing incomes and an increasing number of bancruptcies.

2.
A late consumer society. Germany between the World Wars

The end of the war in 1918 and of allied blockade and the rationioning system in 1919 announced the end of a seller market. But retailer-consumer relations were characterized by widespread poverty, the desintegration of international and wholesale trade, inflation and political instability. In 1923, at the top of hyperinflation, in Berlin alone nearly 100 persons died of starvation.
 The situation improved after the currency reform in 1923, and since 1924 the pre-war situation of a consumer market was reestablished partly.
 As a consequence the retailer-consumer relations changed: „The hunt for consumer goods was replaced […] by the struggle for customers.“
 Turnovers and sortiments grew, contemporaries were reporting about a new “quality selection of the customer”
. For retailers this situation offered new chances, but first of all meant new investments and increasing fixed costs.
 The main consequences were widespread discussions about the perspectives of retailing, about a rationalization of the business and of new forms of retailer-consumer relations.

Although ‘rationalization’ was a topic in German retailing long before World War I, the discussion on scientific management was intensified in 1919/20 and especially between 1926 and 1928. It was focussed on a better management of the business itself.
 Cost-benefits-analysis, book-keeping and rational store management were propagated as the fundaments of successful retailing.
 The business school system was extended.
 But rationalization also meant a new understanding of the customer. The idea of a uniform shopper was given up in favour for the idea of segmentated consumer types. This had different consequences for the different forms of retailing.

Although department stores, consumer co-operatives and multiple shops grew above-average between 1924 and 1932, German retailing was still dominated by small and middle-sized firms. In 1925 768.618 retail firms were counted, in 1939 833.192. The number of employees per business rose from 2,14 in 1925 to 2,67 in 1939.
 Personal relations to the customer seemed to be a chance to survive in competition: “The better [the shop-owner, US] can satisfy the individual, and therefore ‘sensitive’ demand, the lower will be the chances of penetration into this domain. This means first of all, that ‘middle-sized’ retailer can preserve a lead in opposite to department stores. As large concerns they often have only fleeting ‘businesslike’ relations to their customers; their saleswomen are often instructed to wait, until they are addressed by shoppers! Therefore they prefer articles, which correspond to a stable demand of average citizen.”
 Shop-owerns tried to improve personal service, because they knew, that modern retailing was characterized by a growing number of unknown customers and well-known brands.
 The retailer was promoted as a “competent partner and lively interested friend”, who gives “advice and help”, who shows “tactful discretion and decent reserve”.
 But of course this was a business strategy. Parallel, new index card systems were developed, where preferences and personal data of regular customers could be fixed. Parallel, the qualification of young people was intensified. One consequence of later on NS middle-class orientated policy was the establishing of a obliging apprenticeship of sales assistants.

But not only the specific position of the middle-sized retailer was promoted. The quality of products became an important topic again since the late 1920s. While one-price stores grew quickly, specialist shops were presented as places, where consumers could buy individual goods of high quality. At the first glance they might be more expensive than mass produced goods, but in a long term they were cheaper because of its longevity and timelessness.
 Here we find elements of an intensified moral discourse: consumers should back the small retailer because of his function in society and economy.

One nightmare of the public discourse on ‘rationalization’ was the ‘Americanization’ of German retail trade. Normally it was connected with modern department stores and one-price stores. Although the wealth of US-citizen was admired, the character of American consumers seemed to be very different from their German counterparts: “Here, the people are so uniformed, their demands and all the articles produced to cover them, so normed, that one can’t believe that these are human beings. Customers are seen rather as machines, who buy instinctively what advertisement stipulates.”
 However, visitors of the USA recognized new and different forms of service and recommended them to German retailers, too.
 But these advices remained superficial, because they could be connected with traditional forms of service competition in German retail trade. Typically, a middle class value like kindness was stressed again and again.
 American retailing was embedded into a culture of competitivness, which wasn’t comparable to the German situation. Large firms, who used service and prices as elements of “competition for the favour of the customer”
, were sucessful, because the importance of cheap goods increased especially during the world economic crisis. Nevertheless the symbol of ‘Americanization’ of German retailing, the famous Karstadt departement store at Berlin, Alexanderplatz, became a commercial failure as turnovers collapsed since 1930. 

The consumer co-operatives started to rationalize their organization and internal structure in 1924. Although most managers rejected the cultural consequences of ‘Americanization’, they used scientific management in a consistent away. Still one key element of rationalization was the education of the consumer, of the members of the co-operative.
 Consumption was understood as an option for a better, for an egalitarian world. The consumer was regarded as a partner, as a founder of a world of justice and equality. As a consequence in the late 1920s the co-operatives excluded more than one million so called ‘paper soldiers’, which were members who didn’t bought any longer in the co-operative shops. However, the leading managers knew, that education wasn’t enough: “The struggle for sales is a struggle for the consumer’s soul. In this fight the power of the co-operative idea stays at the side of the consumer co-operatives, but this non-material weapon isn’t enough to achieve far-reaching results in sales promotion.”
 As a consequence the co-operatives stressed the high quality of self-produced goods.
 The leading managers believed in the vision of fordism, of perfect mass produced goods. But the creating of a ‘rational’ consumer failed. Most members didn’t concentrate their purchase on the co-operatives, especially fashion and brand articles were bought from the capitalistic competitor. 

The relative failure of consumer co-operatives was in some way a failure of rationalization consumer behaviour. The ‘king’ required well furnished shops, quick and competent service, a broad and well packaged range of articles and low prices.
 This was like trying to square the circle: “Would it be possible, to educate consumer to make his sales decisions only in a rational way, it would be possible to form the distribution, which means the different forms of distribution in a rational way, too.”
 In this view the rationalization of retailing failed because of the ‘irrationality’ of consumer behaviour. Consequently, at the beginning of the world economic crisis most experts thought, that consumers had to be educated and even regulated, to rationalize retailing and consumption in general.

To understand the establishment of a new hierachy between retailer and consumer, it must be recognized, that in Germany large segments of the retail trade were regulated even at the end of the 1920s. Price competition was limited. The prices of bread and bakery products were fixed in the whole country, meat prices in southern German towns. Fish supply was nearly monopolized, milk prices were set by local authorities. And price fixed brands made more than half of the turnovers of grocers. In food retailing price competition exisited only for so called “competition articles” like salt, sugar or lard, which were sold even under purchase price.
 Nevertheless between 1926 and 1932 the quickly growing market share of undercutting one-price-shops showed, that price competition could be a successful strategy. But it didn’t became the rule in business. Parallel the endeavours of national-conservative governments, to cut fixed profit margins during the world economic crisis had no real success. 

Education of the consumers had to be founded on precise empirical data. The professionalization of market research and statistics was one result of the German discussion on rationalization of retailing and consumption. Three levels must be differentiated.

At the level of single firms, branches or business forms book-keeping and statistics started long before World War I.
 The aim of these efforts was to discern weak points of the business and to optimize them. Indicators like turnovers, profit margins and turnover rates gave a first impression of consumer behaviour. Those data were used as an empircal fundament for more detailed characterizations of consumers. Psychological research led to differentiated consumer types, which had to be treated in very different ways. The empirical evidence was low, but even a segmentation on the basis of the four humours helped salespersons to reflect their selling strategy. Normally these typologies where based on everyday experience. The consumer was no longer one person only with different income and preferences, but was segmented to fictive imaginations like “the elegant lady, the practical housewife, the countryside shopper, the woman with a shawl, the old lady, the young girl, the child, the gentleman, the good lady-friend” or “the demanding, the expert, the self-opinionated, the objective, the expensive one”.
 Such Information should optimize retailer-consumer communication in single shops.

At the level of the whole retail trade statistics changed at the end of inflation. The associations of different forms of retail trade collected and published business data, which were condensed by the new Institut für Konjunkturforschung in Berlin or later on by the Institut für Handelsforschung in Cologne and the Forschungsstelle für den Handel in Berlin. Now rhythms and changes of consumption in different branches and business types were analyzed systematically.

At the level of products or groups of products commercial market research was professionalized since the late 1920s, when journals like Der Markt der Fertigware or Blätter für landwirtschaftliche Marktforschung were published.
 Founded in 1934, the Gesellschaft für Konsumforschung combined the collection of quantitative data and psychological research to optimize sales efforts of producers and retailers.
 These information were used to direct consumer for the aims of the national socialistic regime.
 Different ideas of qualitative market research were published by the consumer co-operatives in the 1930s, but weren’t realized.
 As a result, retailers were able to reflect on consumption and consumers on a more abstract, but more valid way.

During the 1930s retailer-consumer relations were more and more framed by state regulations. The national-conservative and the national socialistic governments understood retailing as a kind of necessary bridge-building between producer and consumer. Organic and corporate ideas of economy became dominant. 

On the one hand this meant a rejection of a ‘anonymous’ distribution: “The healthiest form of satisfying demand you will find, when the retailer knows the customer, and the customer knows the retailer.”
 The retailer should “ennoble”
 the commercial aspiration, should educate the consumer as an element of Volksgemeinschaft. The retailer-consumer relation became a crucial element of ‘healthy’ consumption: “’Public-interest against self-interest’ has be accepted in the field of economy and has to create a new type of salesman. […] Salesman can and may only be, who has the mental condition to act under an economic and cultural point of view. […] The first duty, resulting from this, is to suppress the bad one to give the good one room for living. As the peasant continiously weeds the fields, to secure the yield, on the field of culture the healthy one will only push through, if the ill one will be pushed back.”

Although the retailer-consumer relation now was dominated more and more by the duty of eduction, it was officially propagated as a relation between partners with equal rights. The retailer was obliged to obtain the judgements of the consumers, to pass on them to the wholesale trade resp. the industry.

On the other hand this meant an option for an efficient, but middle-sized retail trade as an economic norm. Large-scale enterprises, small shops and itinerant trade were suppressed, while new tax laws supported the establishing of a broad and decentralized network of independent and viable shops. Rationalization didn’t stop, the results should attract the consumer. The shops should be clean, tidy and beautiful.
 Shop interior should express respect for the customers and the employees.
 The design of products and packages should be simple, but attractive. Consumption in Germany created communities, who had to fulfill their duties even in critical times. “The customer is neither a stage emperor, nor a majesty. […] The retail trade highly regards the customer and is proud to satisfy his wishes. Selling is not only handing over of goods, but advice and instruction for the right way of shopping. This sphere of responsible satisfying of demand can’t be suited to ‘her majesty, the customer’.”

Since 1936, when the four-year-plan intensified war preparations, the retailer-consumer relation became more and more hierarchical.
 Personal relations always meant control of everyday activities and retailers knew those persons, who bought to much butter, coffee, alcohol and tobacco, sexy underwear or ‘hygienic’ articles. Customers had to register themselves to get scarce and popular products. Retailers now became an integral part of consumption directing, a first glance of a seller market.
 Although this policy wasn’t very successful, it established structures of a rationing system, which was introduced directly after the attack of Poland in 1939. 

Germany started World War II relatively well prepared. Market research was one key element of consumption policy. The consumer was estimated as a “factor of risk”
 for imperial policy. As a consequence consumption research was intensified, “to control the unrestrained behaviour of the consumer a little bit and to direct it into reasonable directions.”
 The retailer had to use this abstract knowledge in direct contact to the consumer.

The rationing system again established a seller market, but the regime tried to minimize the conflicts between retailers and consumers. Price stop and rationing of raw materials and a growing number of consumer goods led to a “directed freedom of consumption”
, which was characterized as a “complete crudeness of demand”
, too. The function of the retailer had changed dramatically since World War I: He became a moral authority, he was responsible for “justice of allocation”
 and morale: “The fact, that today customers have to rely on us, doesn’t led to a feeling of current dependence. Times will change again, when customers will bring their money to those, who have treated them in an adequate way. Behave yourself in a way, that not only the old regular customers will stay loyal, but also the new ones.”

After 1942 the number of offences rose and regular customers were normally favoured. But strict punishment restricted the size of holding back products and of corruption till 1944. Most German retailers and German consumers acted in the way the propaganda promoted.

3.
Mass consumption and imagination of the consumer in West Germany

The end of World War II didn’t changed the system of distribution structurally. The occupying powers reestablished the institutions of German war economy to solve the most servere problems of supply. As a result, the close relationship between retailer and customers was perpetuated in face of a subsistence crisis. The post-war years showed the consequences of a seller market drastically. Although the strictly regulated official retail trade didn’t lost its main function for basic supply, new informal and unofficial institutions, like ‘black markets’, became more and more important. Many retailers profited from this situation and suspiciousness disintegrated retailer-consumer relations.

In the western occupation zones the transformation to a market economy, the currency reform and the foundation of the Federal Republic of Germany created new institutions, new forms of business and slowly changing retailer-consumer relations. Although shortages, black and gray markets didn’t disappeared immediately, the introduction of German mark in 1948 was the most decisive mental break during the post-war period: “With this new standard the term ‘customer’ has received a place, where labour is service at the same time. Although in our firms the term ‘costumer’ had never been neglected, the term was faded to a kind of fulfilment of duty, which didn’t earned any rights. This has changed with the currency reform,…. The costumer has quickly recognized, that in possession of the German mark he became again “HE”. He’s smiling, when he enters the shops and is greeted, when he comes into a restaurant and is offered a seat, when he hears “thank you” and a friendly “good bye” everywhere.”

But retailer-consumer relations were not only reestablished. The debates on rationalization and the necessity of reconstruction and modernization of retail trade changed the management of distribution. The suppressed new forms of retailing, especially consumer co-operatives and multiple shop firms, set forward-looking standards. They were more dependend on the quickly rising labour costs than medium-sized firms, and translated the manifold stimulations from their own tradition and from abroad into distribution. Relying on the ability to package products centrally they became pioneers of self-service from 1948, while its general breakthrough wasn’t before 1957. The keeping down of costs could best be acchieved through higher turnovers, therefore especially the multiple shop firms started an aggressive price and advertisement policy.
 Although medium-sized firms still dominated the retail trade, the consequences of this commercialization for retailer-customer relations were discussed in a controversial and principle way.

The sovereignty of consumers was a “corner pillar of the strived economic order”
, was a basic principle of the new Social Market Economy. Based on the theory of neoclassic economy, the “right of vote of money” should enable an “emancipation of the costumer”.
 In this vision, the role of the retailer was the role of a dependend supplier. We’ve seen, that this view was fictious, built the fundament of the theatre, played in every middle-sized shop since the turn of the century. But now things changed. On the one hand the ideal of souvereignty of consumers was criticizied. New sociological views became important, which combined the disillusionment of the liberal idea of man with the reality of consumption: “The consumer without orientation, not the sovereign of the market is the reality of 20th century.”
 Like American consumers in the 1920s, now German consumers were analyzed as temptated human beings, dependent on pretended demands, subordinated by modern advertising, a result of “economic degeneration”: “This is a picture of a human being, which is empty and sinks down into materialism.”
 In this situation the retailer could still be a person of respect, who could help the consumer to structure his life. On the other hand economic analysts stressed the ongoing self-organisation of retail trade: “The great department stores and the consumer co-operatives normally undercut the prices of medium-sized retailers. […] The reason for this isn’t the market position of the consumer, but the economic calculation of these selling organisations and the social commitment of the consumer co-operatives.”
 For these firms the consumer was reduced to an economic function. 

The main consequence of the public debate on consumer sovereignty was a intensified consumer protection policy, which set a modest frame for retailing.
 On the one hand this meant to inform consumers, to institutionalize neutral advice. New consumption experts were introduced, which underminded the traditional function of the middle-sized retailer.
 New media were used, to inform the consumer with the help of journals, brochures and advisory literature. Personal contact was restrained, abstract knowlegde of consumer goods became decicive. On the other hand this meant to enable the retailers for fair competition. Two directions must be differentiated: First, the liberal-conservative government cut down corporative privileges, to strengthen price competition. In 1954 the co-operative and discount law confined the reimbursment of the consumer co-operatives to 3%. Because of that they started to sell on current prices, forced the middle-sized retailers to intensify cooperation in retail-purchaser co-operations or the new voluntary chains, which were mostly directed by international groups.
 Even more important was, that since the end of the 1950s the retail price maintenance became more and more fragile and was officially forbidden in 1967.
 Second, the government tried to set or to support clear quality standards. Trade grades were set, the number of quality signs increased quickly and the standardization of consumer goods made progress.
 Those regulations normally were set in cooperation with producers and retailers. But the example of the German food law of 1958 verifies, that sometimes regulation was taken against organized resistance of commerce. As a consequence the quality of goods was no longer represented by the retailer as a person. Quality was delegated to symbols and academic experts, quality tests were dislocated from the world of business to the world of ‘neutral’ institutions.

Consumer policy was a reaction to the fundamental change of German retailing since the late 1950s. First, this was a reaction to changes of industrial production. The increasing number of consumer goods and the growing real income let to a intensive differenciation of retail forms. The idea of the shop as the space of shopping was replaced by clear-cut images of different business types.
 Second, this was the result of new business forms. In Germany the first supermarkets opened in 1958 and gave an answer to encreasing market segmentation. Sortiments were widened, fresh products were integrated, visual sales became normal, the shop size grew and the cash nexus was achieved.
 These changes allowed to educade the consumer, to rationalize shopping behaviour in a subtile way: “The aim of the supermarket is to educate the consumer, to purchase not more than one time a week. [...] Self-service and semi-automatic tills must be understand as an application of the principle of automatization to distribution.”

Third, the transformation of German retailing was based on economization of the own business and was resulting into a new price awarness of the consumer.
 The success of the discount shops since 1962 was a piece of evidence for a growing commerzialisation of consumer behaviour. First denounced as “primitive selling forms”, which remembered contemporaries to war economy, these new business form forced the competitors to cut down their prices, to differenciate their business strategy or to close the shop.
 At this time, too, trade brands started their longterm triumphal march, although premium brands were still valued for their higher quality.
 Internal and external growth of retail firms led to hard price competition, special offers shaped newspapers, shop windows and consumer brains. The imagination of the regular costumer was given up, those consumers found a retreat only in the shrinking number of middle-sized shops.
 Economization of retailing meant the concentration on questions of internal business, of building the sortiment, purchasing power, discounts from suppliers, the turnover per squaremeter or the differentiation compared with the competitor.
 This was backed by a intensifed market research and a growing number of academic research institutes.

Forth, the commercialization was not an overwhelming of a manipulated consumer, but the result of complex socioeconomic changes in the 1950s and 1960s, which can’t be discussed in this paper. As a result the retailer was no longer the centre of the shop. Forced by the quick introduction of self-service he disappeared, was replaced by consumer goods and their abstract attractiveness, had to concentrate on administrative and logistic work.
 Personal communication became a factor of cost. Since the middle of the 1960s for the majority of consumers the middle-sized retailer stood for expensive articles and oldfashioned business. Especially the strict defence of retail price maintenance was understood as a hostile behaviour.
 In the early 1960s the sentimental but unavoidable farewell was symbolized by the new name “aunt Anna” or “aunt Emma” for the female owner of a small shop.

This, of course, was not the end of personal relations between retailer and consumer. The growth of turnovers and their contentration to a small group of firms couldn’t conceal the fact, that more and more markets were saturated and the share of retailing at the private consumption decreased since the late 1950s.
 At least since 1973/74 it’s obvious that an intensified economization can’t be the only strategy of retailing in future. The concentration tendencies were criticized in public, and the sense of modern consumption was questioned.
 Nostalgia became fashionable, helped for short time to reestablish smaller and mobile shops.
 But typically these investments were part of commercial strategies based on market research, which reacted to problems of supply in smaller towns and the countryside. Postmaterialistic values let to the anti-figur of a “new consumer”, who consumes in responsible and reflexive way.
 The niche market for ecological products started with small shops, restablished the figure of a honest and reliable retailer, who gives advice and help.

Early in the 1980s the catchword “new consumer” was used form marketing experts, to differentiate the way of distribution: “The time of uncritical mass consumption is gone, und not only, because the consumer will have less purchasing power at his own disposal, but because he and his demands have changed fundamentally.”
 The picture of the consumer was fragmentated to construct more precise offers and new market segments. As a consequence personal elements were reintegrated into the strategic discussion of retail managers: “In the role of the new consumer economic and social matters clashes, material and postmaterial values flow together, individual and public interests were combined to a new affinity. […] The way of living ranks in front of consumption.”
 At this time the leading retail firms started to differentiate their shop ranges to attract different target groups. The sortiments of super- and consumer markets were recombined and events structured everyday shopping. Since the end of the 1980s the thesis of a polarized consumer behaviour allowed to start microsegmentation of shop ranges and sortiments.
 Today shops are planed on the basis of socioeconomic data of potential consumers. Trained salespersons are used to enforce event culture, to suggest interest and advise to the consumer, to realize a higher net product. On the other side, discounters enforce the commerzialisation of retailing and the decrease of prices.

4.
Seller market and planned economy. Retailer-consumer relations in East Germany

In Germany, another development has to be analyzed. At the end of World War II the supply of German population was a central problem in the eastern occupying zone, too. The rationioning system of German war economy was perpetuated, the Soviet Military Administration and the new established German Administration of Trade and Supply governed the official part of retailing, organized the difficult task of getting consumer goods.
 Consumer co-operatives were reestablished and became an important tool of supply, although the retail trade was still dominated by small resp. middle-sized and private owned shops.
 Like in the western zones, new informal institutions, especially ‘black markets’, characterized the situation of this time. Things changed slowly since 1947, when a planned economy was introduced to improve industrial production and the efficiency of supply.

Although it took years to institutionalize a planning adminstration, this decision had far-reaching consequences for retailer-consumer relations. They were framed by the socialist concept of demand.
 Man was understood as a person with concrete needs, resulting from the state of productive forces.
 Normally he is both consumer and producer. In a capitalistic society, where individual consumption and market production are seperated, this leads to alienation and manipulation. In a socialistic society the collective property of means of production leads to a growing identity of man’s working and consumption. Man is seen as the sovereign of economy, but as a socialistic consumer he will always consume in a reflected and responsible way, which is aware of collective needs. A planned economy means to concentrate production and distribution on these.
 Different consumption forms are possible, because man has different skills and demands, but they must be framed by the state of productive forces and the hierarchy of collective needs. This has far-reaching consequences for retailer-consumer relations. As members of a socialist society they are partners, working in different functions for the same aim: “For the socialistic retail trade, who everyday is in continuous and close contact to costumers, shoppers and consumers, it takes the first place to be an advocate of the customer. Although the trade doesn’t produce goods, his duty is to determine the demand of the population and to represent the interests of the working population in a stable and continuous supply […] in opposite to industry,….”
 Consumers had to be treated with respect and kindness. But service was not a one-sided duty. The helping hand of retailers and salespersons was always understood as a guiding and directing hand, too. Retailers had to inform the customers not only on consumer goods, but also on collective needs, on the aim of the socialistic society. This was set by the plan, by the setting of consumption fonds. Retailers and salespersons should explain the socialist policy, should help the consumer not to buy as much as possible, but the wright products: “The question ‘may it be something more?’ is an expression of a turnover ideology and can’t be supported from an economic point of view.”
 Instead of this, retailers should help to rationalize consumption, to develop reflected forms of taste. The egalitarian ideals of 1920s consumer co-operatives were combined with technocratic visions of standardization and functionality. Although this directing of individual consumption was a quite intimate duty, retailer-consumer relations in Easter Germany can’t be understood as personal ones. This communication was resulting from an abstract idea, which tried to organize both sides in a specific way. For retailers and consumers the socialistic ideal of consumption set a frame, where both are actors of a game with limited scopes for influence. Of course, they did it in their own right, but indiviualism and self-determination were restricted.

When the first two-year-plan started in 1949, attractive visions were propagated: Industry should be developed from the focus of every-day supply.
 But in fact the reconstruction of Eastern German economy was dominated by investments into the heavy and primary industry, while the production of consumer goods stayed second-rate. In reality retail trade was seen as an economic necessity, not as an economic sector of equal rights. Organized consumer criticism accompanied the development of retailing steadily. Problems of supply were also resulting from the slowly but steadily “liquidation of futile and unhealthy elements” in retail trade, which meant private owned shops.
 During the 1950s the face of the retail trade became more or and more female, was dominated by salespersons. Officially they should give convenience and service to the consumers, but in fact official retailing was reduced to a handing out of goods and an explanation of problems of supply.
 Nevertheless, as a consequence of a seller market the consumer needed special relationships to retailers, to get scarce products, to improve his standard of living. Shops were still used as communication centres, information was shared, protest and spontaneous criticism articulated.

The labourer’s revolt of 1953 demonstrated, that this could be dangerous for the dictaturship. As a result not only consumption policy was changed for some time, but also the ideological eduction of salesperson was intensified. Handelsorganisation and – second-rated – consumer co-operatives were presented as an “effective tool of our economic policy”
, as the avantgarde of a socialist consumer awarness. The branch journals were filled with exemplary salespersons, socialist competition should improve the normal work and new symbols – like the Q-sign (for quality) – should demonstrate consumers socialist selling culture.
 But parallel socialist self-criticism stressed, that salesperson normally weren’t “polite, nimble, courteous and helpful”
. In fact many retailers were not motivated, behaved unfriendly, shop closing times weren’t recognized strictly and the encreasing quantity of consumer goods led to untidy salesrooms. Unefficient storekeeping and supply by fits and starts led to increasing losses of consumer goods. Retail trade was seen as a “concentration point of negative influences from the individual sphere, from production and personal consumption.”
 At the same time the behaviour of the socialist customer caused problems. “Bourgeoise” expectations were criticized, panic-buying and hoarding became common behaviour. 

These reactions to structural problems of the economic system and the deep political and economic crisis before the erection of the German Wall, had two main consequences.

First, demand and market research were intensified and professionalized since the late 1950s. Of course the different types of consumption and consumer research were perpetuated after World War II. The rationioning system and the planned economy needed statistical information, to fix production and consumption plans. Household budgets informed on the consumption structures of the most important groups of the population, and “subjective market observation”, which meant representative consumer research, was an official duty.
 Research institutions, like the Institute of Nutrition Research in Potsdam, analyzed specific sectors of consumption. Planning experts and politicans didn’t recognized these data in an adequate way: “As long as a solid rationing system for consumer goods exists, the determination of the demand is a relatively simple thing.”

The end of the rationing system in 1958 demonstrated that the coordination of supply was inefficient, that standardization of consumer goods was underdeveloped. The image of an average consumer underestimated the regional differences of consumption and caused scarcity and affluence of goods at the same time. As a consequence demand research was intensified and professionalized. In 1961 the Institute of Demand Research was founded in Leipzig, which investigated the wholesale trade on the one hand, retail trade and consumer behaviour on the other hand.
 The decentralized retail trade wasn’t able to inform industry and planning administration in an adaequate way and this function now was undertaken by experts.
 The precise research gave a detailed impression of retailing and consumption in the German Democratic Republic and allowed a segmentation of consumer groups. But these information weren’t used primarely to change production and the retail trade. Still the main aim was to rationalize consumer behaviour.

Second, since the late 1950s the retail trade was transformed into more efficient and modern forms. These investments were not only a reaction to structural changes of consumption, for instance the growing significance of durable consumer goods. They were also an effort to put retailer-consumer relations on a new level. Efficient sales organisations should mechanize the way of consumption, should allow to emanzipate consumers from basic needs and to develop a modern socialist personality, should allow to concentrate salespersons to give standardized personal advice to customers.

Three main developments must be mentioned: First, self-service became integral part of Eastern German retailing. Compared to other European countries this new system was introduced lately. At the end of 1956 only seven self-service shops existed, but since 1959 the investments were intensified. At the end of 1966 18.530 new shops were established. Although the rationalization effects were limited and the shops remained small retailer-consumer relations changed.
 The abstract selling system no longer required detailed advice, personal relations were transformed. As a substitute the shop comitees offered costumer consultations hours to stay in direct contact. 

Second, since 1965 two departement store combines (Centrum and Konsument) were founded, which centralized the shopping of durable consumer goods. Small shops lost their costumers and could be closed. Parallel, the private owned retail trade was reduced to a small remaining stock. This meant an intensified state influence and a reduction of a “’bourgeoise’ selling culture”
. The propaganda celebrated this as an expression of socialistic consumer culture, but the discrepancies between countryside and urban centres and the limitation of production policy became even more obvious.

Third, in 1956 the first mail order house was founded. During the 1960s this new form of retailing was intensified, in 1965 the HO- and the Konsument-Mail Order House distributed one million catalogues. Centralized and depersonalized forms of retailing allowed the direct contact to the consumer, while retailers lost their traditional function.

The failure of educating socialist salespersons and consumers and the technocratic consequence of intensified market research combined with a structural modernization of retail trade were caused by structural problems of a planned economy. The different function of prices didn’t allow a strict economization and commercialization, which characterized the development in Western Germany.

In Eastern Germany prices had to be set, but nobody “knows how to set prices in centrally planned economy.”
 In a market economy prices reflect the relation between supply and demand, in a socialistic economy the division between basic and luxury needs. Prices shouldn’t allocate investments, but direct consumer behaviour. Production and distribution costs should be reflected, but first of all prices had a political function: “A rational price arrangement must account the law, that scarce goods are expensive. If essential goods will be expensive, because they aren’t available in sufficient amount, the basic needs of working people couldn’t be satisfied. Because of this low prices for vital rations of food and industrial products must be fixed by state even if they doesn’t cover the prime costs of the producer. […] As a consequence they must be allowed to take prices for other goods, to secure their rentability in general.”
 This split of prices was mirrored in the split of retail systems, when the “free shops” of the nationally-owned Handelsorganisation were founded in 1948 to sell products of better quality and ‘luxury’ products for higher prices and without rationing stamps.
 This decision created different types of customers, those who were able to buy in more exclusive shops and those, who had to buy rationed goods in the basic retail trade.
 Although the price differences between Handelsorganisation and the other retail trade were minimized with the help of growing subsidies till the end of the rationing system in 1958, new forms of retailing perpetuated the segmentation of Eastern German consumers. In 1955 the Intershop was established, where foreigners could shop for foreign currency. Since the middle of the 1960s these businesses were opened for restricted groups of Eastern German customers, during the 1970s more and more ordinary consumers were allowed to buy there products of better quality for (Western) German marks.
 Before, the ordinary socialist consumer had the opportunity to buy fashionable and ‘luxury’ products in the Exquisit and Delikat shops, which were founded in 1961 and 1966.
 

This segmentation of retail trade was a result of changing demand structures, which weren’t mirrored adequately by a change in retail prices and subsidies. The cautious reform of price system during the 1960s didn’t changed this misallocation of ressources.
 While in Western Germany intensified price competition changed retailing fundamentally and led to a new price awareness of consumers, this structural turn wasn’t possible in Eastern Germany. The end of the New Economic System and the intensification of politically motivated subsidary policy since 1972 led to a structural blockade, which was a crucial factor for the structural economic crisis of the German Democratic Republic.

The delay of economic transformation of retailing – between 1971 and 1977 the number of shops decreesed only from 97.269 to 81.657
 – perpetuated a supply system with a high number of relatively small and inefficient outlets. The mechanization of comsumption failed, the number of salespersons stayed relatively high. When changing demands and postmaterial values could be recognized in Eastern Germany, too, personal elements were stressed again, and the competence of the salespersons was promoted again in the early 1980s.
 But this renaissance of human ressources was accompanied by insufficient investions into shop interieurs. Attempts to implement a specific socialist shopping culture had to be limited to the most important urban centres, while ordinary shops lacked investments to integrate new elements of event culture, like “tasting edges, special or test sales”.
 Although the retailer-consumer relations can’t be reduced to supply problems, segmented sortiments and the relative dependency of consumers, the structure of a seller market remained dominant. The often mentioned cuteness of East German population, their ability to by-pass the lacks of supply in a self-determinated way came to a quick end, when both German states were united in 1989/1990. The East German retail trade collapsed, and the consumers had to learn hard lections of economization and commercialization.

5.
Everywhere and unvisible. Retailer-consumer relations in segmented markets

Today retailer-consumer relations are still part of game, but the framework has changed completely since during the last hundred years. The framework is normally set by managers, who reduce both consumers and retailers to economic indicators; otherwise their firms won’t be competitive.
 The cash-nexus governs. Heterogenous demand and target groups are converted to a great variety of shopping places and concepts, which exist only because they are profitable.

On the one hand discounters represent the ongoing economization of retail trade and retailer-consumer relations. The function of the saleswomen is reduced to take the money and to fil the sales furnitures, they are low-paid and without a specialized education. Nevertheless the success of these shopping concepts can’t be reduced to cheap prices alone. Today discounter offers a clear-cut world of reliability without any flourish: “To shop at ALDI connects people, because everbody is part of a popular and collective movement, which is united by the belief, that at ALDI all human beings became ’brothers in greed’. The entry into an ALDI market is a liberating de-individualization. Here noone has to take care of etiquette or individual aura, but becomes part of a greedy mass, which plunders shelves and boxes, backed by the rational mask of thrift, quality and a kind of cultic modernity, and brings it to till.”

On the other side of the retail market consumers were understood in very differ​ent way. To increase net product, expensive goods and services must be explained to the costumer. „Personal“ relations became more and more important, to interest and animate consumers to consume. Based on psychological and economic research, on calculation, personal relations are substituted by fictious „personal“ relations. The fate of small-sized traditional ecological retailers today shows, that most consumers won’t pay for personal integrity. The success of high quality ecological supermarkets, where shopping is part of a social representation and allows tasteful experiences indicates, that consumers like to participate more expensive stages plays, too. In a world of affluence the consumer is selfish enough to play his own part in consumption. Retailers are only staffage on the frame, generously paid by the consumer.
 This is functional for a modern consumer society, but costs are high: “We live in a culture where the primacy of the self and its satisfactions is everything. We are bombarded with messages telling us that we should have what we want because we’re worth it. As consumers, we are kings. We know that we have rights, that brands seek our favour; that as long as we can pay, we feel powerful. We like that sensation. It is seductive because it is so at odds with the reality of the rest of our lives.”
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