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Studying Messy Habits
To Sweep Up a Market

By SARAH ELLISON 
Staff Reporter of THE WALL STREET JOURNAL
July 14, 2005; Page B1
When Robert Godfroid, a senior scientist for Procter & Gamble Co.'s Swiffer brand, started visiting consumers' homes in October 2003, he was looking for anything disagreeable, awkward or inconvenient.

"We wanted to know what tasks they found unpleasant," he says of the dozens of people he observed. He watched carefully as consumers cleaned the floor, dusted their furniture and vacuumed the carpet. He scattered dirt around their living room rugs to see how they would deal with it.
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P&G's newest Swiffer model, shown in action in this ad, is meant to address vacuuming angst.
Mr. Godfroid was hoping to find a way to push the popular Swiffer mop, which exists in four different varieties, onto the carpets of America's homes. According to P&G, roughly 75% of America's floors are covered with carpet, but Swiffer, which was introduced as a dry mop in 1999, worked on hard floors only. So just as early Swiffer efforts centered on replacing a traditional mop and bucket, Mr. Godfroid's job was to find a way to sideline the traditional vacuum. "We realized that vacuums were imperfect because they are heavy, noisy and you have to plug them in," he says.

After 22 months of research on what irritates consumers about vacuuming, P&G plans to start selling a cordless carpet sweeper -- whose technology is reminiscent of the game Tiddlywinks -- in August. The Swiffer CarpetFlick is designed to clean up small patches of dirt, grass and debris spilled on carpets, and keep consumers from dragging out their traditional vacuum cleaners for those small jobs. P&G hopes its new contraption can extend the run of the Swiffer brand, which has benefited from consumers who are ever-lazier in their cleaning habits.

"Quick-clean" products have become the fastest-growing category of the $3 billion-plus cleaning-products market. The niche, which includes products like the Swiffer, Clorox Co.'s Toilet Wand and S.C. Johnson & Son Inc.'s Pledge Grab-it, is estimated at $800 million and is growing at about 7% a year, P&G says. Most of the products in this category have replacement cleaning elements that can be thrown away once they are dirty, which capitalizes on consumers' aversion to dealing with dirty appliances. They're also appealing to manufacturers, who can charge a premium for the refills.

The risk for P&G, of course, is that there might be a limit to how many Swiffers a consumer is willing to own. "I'm frankly too cheap to buy too many of these," says Mary Harada, a 70-year-old retired college professor in West Newbury, Mass. who already owns a Swiffer duster. For mopping, she says, "I have a mop, and a husband who mops, better still." As for another carpet tool? "I don't need the extra clutter," she says.

Burt Flickinger, a retail consultant and managing director of Strategic Marketing Group in New York, says a Swiffer saturation could strain the budgets of consumers who've already purchased one or two similar products. But a new one may beckon more young people. After all, "this is a generation that didn't grow up learning how to cook or clean," he says.

The new product will be the seventh major Swiffer brand extension since the initial mop was introduced six years ago. P&G will have to guard against knock-offs from competitors, which have already shown themselves adept at mimicking Swiffer products. Clorox Co.'s ReadyMop and SC Johnson's Pledge Grab-it quickly followed Swiffer's original market launch.

Despite those problems, P&G is determined to meet each notch on the spectrum of consumers' cleaning needs. P&G first designed a Swiffer dry mop to replace the broom and dustpan. Later iterations attacked the heavy bucket problem (with wet pads replacing a traditional mop), as well as the irksome post-sweep-up dust-line, which P&G addressed with a cordless vacuum mounted onto -- what else -- a Swiffer.

Even though broom closets are getting crowded, the opportunity to expand to carpets -- and whole new areas of the house -- was too tempting for P&G. And Mr. Godfroid found plenty of ways he thought he could ease America's vacuuming drudgery. "It was enlightening to go into homes," he says. "Watching people allows you to learn things that they can't even tell you about."

P&G's research showed that three out of every four times someone pulled out a vacuum cleaner, it was to tackle a little debris on a small portion of the carpet -- things like leaves, grass, and nail clippings that don't necessarily require the full force of a traditional vacuum. Mr. Godfroid also noticed that a certain portion of the population was allotting less and less time to one big weekly cleaning session and doing more cleaning in a piecemeal fashion during the week, in between other errands or tasks.

Mr. Godfroid observed several "compensating behaviors" that people adopted in order to get around the inconvenience of vacuuming. Some left their vacuum cleaner in the corner of the room, always plugged in, to avoid the hassle of putting the machine away and getting it out again. Others bought several vacuums, one for each level of the house, to avoid carrying the machine up and down the stairs. Another group simply avoided the dreaded task altogether, buying carpets that didn't show much dirt. Those folks were the "live with it" crowd, says Mr. Godfroid.

He concluded that "the setup and breakdown time" of the traditional vacuum cleaner was one of the things that kept people from embracing the task. He worked with the design firm IDEO to come up with a device that looked like a Swiffer but that could pull debris off carpets without a motor. "We wanted something that looked very Swiffery," he says. "But it had to work on an entirely different surface."

The new CarpetFlick resembles an old-fashioned manual sweeper, but it operates on a different principle. The plastic on the base of the Swiffer CarpetFlick pushes down on crumbs or dirt, and then flicks the particles up through an opening in the sweeper into a cavity that contains a sticky adhesive sheet, where the debris is then captured. P&G says the mechanism is similar to the one used in a game of Tiddlywinks. The adhesive is double-sided, and the bottom side helps pick up fuzz and lint that isn't "flicked" into the body. Like other Swiffer products, the adhesive is disposable, and replaceable. The suggested retail price is $12.99, with replacement adhesives priced at $4.29 for a pack of six.

The new Swiffer has a tinted orange window through which consumers can see the debris they are collecting. The tinting keeps the refuse from being too visible, but allows people to keep track of how much dirt is stuck to the adhesive sheet. "They don't like that nasty bagful of dirt," that comes along with a traditional vacuum cleaner, says Mr. Godfroid. "But at the same time, they want to see the dirt because it is a signal that they are getting the floor clean. It's a fine balance."

Write to Sarah Ellison at sarah.ellison@wsj.com
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