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Only $1.99?
Seems much
less than $2

~ This is one of an occasional series of
columns by Miamian Brett Graff, a for-
mer U.S. government economist who
writes about how econormic forces are
affecting real people.

BY BRETT GRAFF
Special to The Miami Herald

Sophia Joseph left a North Miami
Target store feeling triumphant after
buying a set of king-size bed sheets for
a price she’d only dreamed about. “I've
shopped for them before and $13.99 for
a sheet set is a great deal,” says the
community health
worker.

Joseph is probably
right — few bargain
shoppers would argue
against $13 bedding.
But psychologists and
economists might
debate for much lon-

GRAFF : ger about how Joseph

came to her conclusion. And now
research asserts that we — Joseph, you,
me and the researchers themselves —
are hard-wired as humans to consider
the $13, and not the extra 99 cents that
actually push the cost of those sheets
closer to $14. Even while knowing per-
fectly well that view is distorted.
“Most consumers are aware of ‘99’
prices and why firms use them to make
prices look cheaper,” says Vicki Mor- -
witz, a marketing professor at New
York University’s Stern School of Busi-
ness and co-author of the research.
“But because of the way the human
brain reads, processes and codes num-
bers, we're still influenced by them.”
The retail tactic of 99-ending prices
has been around for as long as cash reg-
isters have been dispensing change. As
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