1. Traditional grocery store vs. discount warehouses

The most attractive thing about the discount warehouses is the variety of choices of merchandise from all over the world.  It turns shopping into an exotic experience where you feel like you can have a taste of the world without paying for the trip.
Although low prices in the discount warehouses are attractive to consumers, traditional grocery stores have something that money cannot buy—a sense of community.  You will get the latest gossip about your neighbors or heartfelt concerns from the shop owner.  That kind of human contact is irreplaceable.

Discount warehouses are becoming mainstream.   They offer people not only an easy, spacious, and bright shopping area, but also a feeling of abundance and richness, which traditional grocery stores--often cramped, dark and meager--cannot provide. 

Discount warehouses may be mainstream for urban consumers, but it could never replace traditional grocery stores.  The pure business transactions in the discount warehouses will never measure up to the community-based traditional grocery stores that promote human interaction.

Traditional grocery stores and discount warehouses are not necessarily rivals; they simply provide different kinds of satisfaction for consumers.  The discount warehouse is a wonderland where you can spend a whole day just to discover countless new things you will never see in the traditional grocery store.  However, traditional grocery stores will provide chances for you to chat with people as close neighbors. 

Under pressure from the highly competitive discount warehouses, traditional grocery stores are opening up new markets by selling nostalgic goods.  They would sell local sweets and toys to attract adults who would like to recollect their childhood, and children who are always happy with new alternatives.

In Taiwan, competition for the market is not between traditional grocery stores and discount warehouses.  Instead, the real competition is between discount warehouses that offer lower prices to attract families, and convenience stores that provide growing services and novelty goods.  Traditional grocery stores are completely passed over in this competition.

Although we all think discount warehouses are more competitive than traditional grocery stores, in fact, nowadays discount warehouses are beginning to imitate traditional grocery stores.  For example, Watsons now has professional pharmacists on site to provide medical consultation for customers, just as the shopkeepers of our neighborhood grocery stores would offer suggestions on new products and old recipes. 

Traditional grocery stores and discount warehouses are not really competing against each other but serve different functions for different populations.  For busy city people, the large supply of products in the warehouses can satisfy their cosmopolitan tastes.  In contrast, traditional grocery stores act more like neighbors for people living in the countryside with familiarity and coziness.

Traditional grocery store and discount warehouses serve different functions for different regions.  City dwellers tend to shop in discount warehouses where they can do their “one-stop shopping” on weekends and daily commodities can be bought at low prices.  Country folks, in contrast, enjoy shopping in the neighborhood grocery stores where the atmosphere is quite nostalgic and provides a feeling of human contact within the community. 

The experiences of shopping in traditional grocery stores and discount warehouses are totally different.  The discount warehouses offer much more than shopping because it also provides the exotic feeling and the sense of abundance with its supply of merchandise from all over the world.  

Nowadays, people prefer to shop at discount warehouses for the convenience, efficiency, and low prices.  As the traditional grocery stores fade out of the picture, people’s memories of earlier ages and old ways of life are also being erased.
Discount warehouses may be convenient for their clients, but they can never replace the traditional grocery store and its old-fashioned kind of convenience.  In an emergency, it is always more convenient to reach community members at the local grocery store.  
2. Pizzas and hamburgers are eating up the market

Pizzas and hamburgers are getting more popular because they make full meals in themselves and are easy to go.  They are quite convenient for busy people.
Fast foods are mass-produced and do not have much variety.  However, new markets can still be developed that cater to different customers at different locations.  Mos Burger, for one, aims at female office workers by offering light meals with abundant vegetables and less oil.

Fast foods usually give people an impression of being greasy and unhealthy, with high calories.  In order to break out of the stereotype, vendors have developed vegetable hamburgers or broccoli pizzas to add to the healthiness of fast food. 

The presence of fast foods in the streets is a sign of modernization as well as diversification.  We Chinese are no longer limited to eating rice for every meal.  As new diets and eating habits are forming; we now have more to choose from.

Fast food is eating up the market not only because they are to-go food but also because they are individual-oriented.  With prolonged working hours, people need snacks before they continue their work, but traditional Chinese foods are not that easy to keep fresh and most restaurants aren’t open 24 hours.  Therefore, the easy-make and easy-to-go fast foods become top choice. 

While fast food has been leading the market for years, recently it has confronted a backlash initiated by health-conscious groups.  Vegetarians and animal rights activists warn about the harm to the earth caused by the fast food industry.  American film director Morgan Spurlock even produced a documentary called “Super Size Me,” using his own body to demonstrate the horrible effect of eating fast food frequently.

Nowadays, fast food is a main cultural importation from U.S.A, and it is a powerful tool that helps U.S.A dominate the popular culture and change the eating habits of adolescents everywhere.

Fast food restaurants are devising new strategies to increase their market share.  McDonalds now offer not only western hamburgers but also Chinese “rice-burgers” to attract potential customers in the eastern world.

All of us live by a busy schedule; therefore, portable finger-foods can help us save more time.  That’s why hamburgers and pizzas are winning.
The popularity of such foods signals the domination of western culture in the food industry.  Hollywood films portray such foods as necessary for happy occasions, so the audience subconsciously develops a desire to share that kind of life and joyful experience.  McDonalds’ slogan “I’m loving it” describes the proud and happy moments in that restaurant.  No wonder these foods are becoming popular.

Nowadays, influenced by western culture, Taiwanese people have already changed their diet.  They tend to consume more western food which tastes and smells good, than traditional Chinese food, which is only lightly flavored.  Western food, especially fast food, is composed of starch and flavored with oil and seasoning while Chinese food, which uses vegetables, meats, and rice, is more balanced in nutrition.

Pizzas and hamburgers are much more than regular foods, because they are considered fashionable and desirable, and young people believe by eating these foods, they can share the western way of life. 
3. Observations in a bookstore

Bookstores now are not just selling books.  They carry a wide variety of merchandise, from stationary items to CDs, and even offer nice coffees in the in-store coffee shop.

Bookstores nowadays are developing into old-fashioned literary salons.  Independent bookstores often host regular lectures on interesting topics, and people gather to share their ideas with other like-minded readers. 

Different bookstores aim at different clientele.  The Eslite Bookstores attract the middle-class, neatly dressed who visit the bookstores with exquisite briefcases in hand.   In contrast, the Steppingstone Bookstore attracts students just out of school, with their dirty schoolbags on their shoulders and diving into comic books. 

“Best sellers” are featured prominently in the bookstores in Taiwan.  But, according to my observation, they are nothing more than a promotion strategy.  Once the books are marked as “best sellers,” people tend to pay more attention to them and have more urge to purchase them, which in the end makes the books bestsellers.

More and more people enjoy the convenience and fast delivery offered by virtual bookstores instead of making the effort to get to a real book store.  Furthermore, virtual bookstores also offer bonuses for their customers: the more they shop, the more discounts they get.  Then the customers get hooked to virtual bookstores.

Non-literature books are now prospering.  Recipes, DIY manuals, guidebooks, and books about business and investment occupy more shelves and dominate the bestseller lists.  It reflects a change in the function of reading, from entertainment and life lessons to practical usage.  

Nowadays in Taiwan, a bookstore is no longer a place only for book selling but has to be a place for good reading.  Aiming at “the middle bourgeoisie,” bookstores sell not only books but also delicate groceries to provide for the high class lifestyle.  

Nowadays bookstores not only sell books; they provide various activities.  On weekends, some bookstores would hold forums to gather people who have the same hobby or same interests, and suggest related reading for them afterward.  This is very much like the “salons” in France in 17th and 18th centuries, and perhaps they will also become the center of culture and knowledge in the near future.

The Eslite Bookstore in Taipei’s east district is famous as a gay cruising ground.  On weekends, good-looking men and women flock to the bookstore, seeking not heterosexual romantic encounters but homosexual pick-ups.  The backdrop of the bookstore seems to make the encounters more respectable.
In order to compete with Internet bookstores, nowadays traditional bookstores are transforming themselves to highlight their specific functions which couldn’t be replaced by virtual stores.  Bookstores are turned into recreation centers that provide the atmosphere of relaxation for readers to immerse themselves in the tasteful and high-class environment.  Bookstores also cooperate with coffee shops so that coffee lovers could enjoy the pleasure of reading and drinking coffee all in one location.      

The chain book store Eslite tries to distinguish itself from other book stores and highlight its taste.  Some branch stores extend business hours to service more customers especially those who are busy working in the day time.  Soft light and music are cast and coffee shops are next door, which makes the customers feel they are in the higher class and have better taste.

Students love bookstores because they can read books for free there.  The romance section tends to gather a lot of girls, and they would stand, leaning against the shelves, reading one novel after another, totally lost in the world of romance.  This is where dreams about romantic encounters emerge.
My observation is that the best-selling items in the bookstore are not books but stationery items.  For books, people are turning to internet bookstore because of the lower price and unlimited inventory.  
4. SARS is back

Due to the abuse of antibiotics, the mutation of viruses has become so rapid that nowadays HINI feels just like SARS, causing hysteria among people as they hoard up masks and inject vaccines.

The mere word “SARS” brings back memories of panic.  When it hit Taiwan in 2003, people were so scared that they did not trust each other anymore and became very selfish.  The most effective precaution for its possible return would be to build up more confidence in the public so as to face it calmly.

I was in junior high when SARS hit in 2003.  Classes were suspended, students were required to wear masks to campus, and people refuse to have any contact with one another.  If SARS comes back, it would once again harm the relationship between people.

I hope SARS does not come back, because I still remember how horrible it was that one disease could do so much damage to the human society when it hit us in 2003.  People were so afraid of being infected that lovers no longer kiss each other; parents avoid hugging their children; people stayed at home rather than going to public places.  The whole society seemed to fall apart.

My memory for SARS was vague because I was only 13 years old at that time, but I do remember people’s fear of isolation and alienation at that time.  Whoever was diagnosed with SARS had to be quarantined so as not to infect other people.  Children were separated from their parents; students were afraid of each other; intimate relatives kept their distances, and close friends were alienated.  During that period, fear occupied everybody’s mind.  I hope SARS does not come back again.

Though SARS struck Taiwan when I was still young, the prevalent fear in our society was unforgettable.  Acquaintances no loner greeted each other; conversations always began with asking for the other party’s body temperature.  Rumors about possible places where the patients might have been spread like wildfire, and people were too afraid to step out of their houses. 

The most terrible memory of SARS in 2003 was the fear of contagion.  It reminded me of the horrible mistrust and suspicion in those sci-fi movies where those who were affected by the virus needed to be isolated or even killed in order to save the rest of people.  The fear of contagion is a serious test of faith and love.  This is the most scary part of SARS or any kind of disease.       

SARS is a fiercely contagious disease which is almost like the plague in the middle ages.  They not only threaten the health of people but also the relationship among people.  People would wear masks and avoid contacting each other.  At these critical moments, mass hysteria often drives away human dignity and kindness.  

SARS is a disaster which we don’t like to experience again, but indeed it may be an unending nightmare because the virus could live by Darwin’s theory of “survival of the fittest.”  The stronger antibiotics we make, the stronger evolution the virus will go through.  Then, who will be the winner of this competition? 

When SARS hit Taiwan in 2003, the demand of masks increased abruptly.  People fell into panic and exhibited mass hysteria when coming into contact with one another, even within the family.  Since SARS is highly contagious, there was a run on all kinds of medical masks.  

Since people have experienced SARS many years ago, we already understood how to prevent it and deal with emergent diseases.  If SARS is back, I am sure people will be more cautious about prevention.

SARS’ first visit in 2003 infected nearly 8,500 people globally and sank the world into panic.  Yet now it is almost forgotten.  We really need to think about how to prepare for its possible second visit.
When SARS hits Taiwan in 2003, I was in junior high.  The only memory I have is widespread panic, expressed in the record sales of masks and the reluctance of medical staff to go to work for fear of catching the disease.  Everyone alienates himself from others.  We can’t imagine what will happen if SARS comes back, but I believe we have learned from the past and we are ready to fight. 

5. Studying efficiently

Learning to use new technologies can help you study more efficiently.  For example, if you have a smart phone, you can just touch the screen and wiki for the information you need anywhere, anytime, without even going to the library. 
Frankly speaking, the most efficient way to study is to take an exam for that subject.  The exam can help you set a goal and develop stronger motivation to study. 

There is no way to study efficiently, only to study wisely, especially when making the final sprint.  You should divide the subject into several parts and allot the right percentage of time for each subject.  For those subjects that you are good at, study more and try to go beyond your previous level.  But do not abandon other subjects; maintaining your original level will be ok.

The most effective way for me is to immerse myself in the subject.  When I was learning English, I would carry vocabulary cards with me everywhere, stick them on the wall, and listen to studio classroom broadcast.  This kind of preparation will help me take advantage of the little pockets of time that are usually wasted.
Besides using time wisely and learning as much as possible through life, I think, one of the ways of studying efficiently is sharing idea with other people.  Since we have limited experiences, sharing and thus exchanging with others would help broaden our views.

Haste makes waste.  Devouring textbooks is not more efficient than spending some time making a study plan ahead.  A well-scheduled plan helps you finish tasks in the right order, keeps track of your progress, and eventually reduces your time cost. 

Studying efficiently means spending the least time to get the best results.  You should spend some time doing the preview and review work and writing notes with designed structure for clear description.  Choosing the right ways to achieve the task is the key to handling every situation.
Using films is a good way to learn, especially for history.  Films have well-knit plots and images to make history come alive in your mind, and then you can always look for more information after viewing the film. 

Studying efficiently means careful planning as well as execution to one hundred percent. 

For me, I choose whichever method that suits me best.  I usually break up my studying time into intervals and take a break after each interval.  I also take fullest advantage of the time, space and resources to memorize the materials and use associated method to let them become long-term memory in my brain.

Studying style is varied among learners.  The first step to studying efficiently is to find your individual studying style and preference.  When you use the method you are comfortable with, you may feel less pressure and study effectively.  The second thing is to create a schedule for studying which will provide you with extra time for further thinking. 

People who get really good grades may not be necessarily smart; some credits should go to the fact that they know how to study efficiently.  Here are some tips.  First, learn to manage time properly so that enough is spent on studying.  Second, organize your own notes well.  Taking notes is very important for students’ concentration, understanding, and review.
Use your time well helps you study efficiently.  That is, do the right thing at the right time and never surf the internet when you should be studying.  
6. Unusual sales pitches

I really cannot come up with any special selling ideas.  The only thing I am sure is that whatever new selling ideas emerge, imitators will follow and soon the sales pitch loses its uniqueness.

I think one unusual sales pitch would be to utilize Facebook to promote your products because it gives one a feeling that one can directly communicate with one’s targeted customers and understand their ideas promptly.

There was once a hairspray commercial that had no other sound than the spraying sound of “shuu.”   The commercial turned the unnoticed sound of applying the hair spray into a special and amusing distinguishing feature of their product.  That is really an unusual and successful sales pitch.
When all advertising works on making the merchandise look good, a really unusual sales pitch would do just the opposite.  There was one noodle stand owner who promotes his noodles by saying that they taste bad and odd.  Interestingly, consumers were intrigued and were more willing to try the noodles.

Whichever sales pitches are employed, the advertiser much get to know the psychology of its target customers.  Since people’s psychologies are quite diverse, sales pitches will have to be innovative too. 

As online-market becomes the main battle field for new businesses, an e-trailer selling fresh food came up with an unusual sales pitch—if the customer adopts a virtual egg online and raises it into a virtual chicken, a real chicken will be delivered to his home!  This sales pitch not only catches up with the recent trend of raising animals and vegetables online, but also fulfills people’s emotional need in real life.

Sales pitches are necessary communicative skills to persuade customers.  In order to win over the largest population, most sales pitches tend to be conventional and conservative.  Unusual sales pitches are in that sense quite risky. 

Since the arrival of the cellphone, people are becoming addicted to it.  For example, people would constantly check if they have text messages, and if they do not get some reply, they will be depressed.  When people depend on technology to keep in contact with each other instead of talking face to face, the more uncertain relationships would disturb people. 

Many unusual sales pitches target customers’ strong desire for “big size”, such as the large bowl of 海之冰 or the big bottle ofㄚ冰師.  This “big strategy” makes customers believe that the same price get more of its worth when buying the bigger size.

The discount warehouses often hold promotion campaigns to maintain their market share and competitiveness by selling goods in large volumes at small profits.  The quality and safety of products, esp. foods, may be questionable, either expiring soon or only with vaguely labeled ingredients.  It may be a high risk for people to purchase at these sales. 

Consumers are always impressed with novel things, so fresh new sales pitches might be replaced or out of vogue in the next second.  Business owners will have to constantly create surprises to attract customers.  There was one restaurant owner who created a rule that anyone who comes into the restaurant on the owner’s birthday and sings the happy birthday song would receive a special dish.  That, I think, is quite unusual.

Recently, I have seen an interesting sale pitch but I am not sure if it is unusual.  One vendor’s stand continuously broadcasts: “Yang guo’s favorite.”  And as people wonder about its meaning, they gather to look into the stand and business is created. 

7. Cell phone syndromes

Can you imagine life without your cell phone?  You will certainly panic if it is out of sight.  Your schedule, your appointments, and your phone list, etc. are all in your phone.  In fact, your life depends on it.
The age of the cellphone has made it all the more unbearable if one does not receive phone calls constantly.  Perhaps it’s time to learn to be with oneself comfortably.
Passengers on buses are texting messages, pedestrians on roads are talking on cell phones.   We play with our cell phones while waiting, we look at our cell phones even when no one is calling.  People seem to be afraid of being lonely.  Technology may be bringing us closer through communication, but the distance between human bodies are farther than before.
In merely ten years, cellphone syndromes could be found in almost every modern society.  Muscle problems have developed because people talk too long on the phone while holding it at a certain posture, and psychologically people have become more dependent on the phone. 

The cellphone has become man’s closest friend, something he could not live without.  They play games on the cell phone whenever they can; they listen to music stored in their cell phone; and they even use the cell phone as a notepad.

Cell Phone Phobia is one of the side-effects which may happen to a heavy user.  The patient will be afraid of ringtones, music, and even pictures or products related to cell phones because those are associated with one’s condition of stress.  When a cell phone rings, the patient will involuntarily feel dizzy or chest pain and become extremely nervous.

The cellphone has resulted in a serious addiction for many people, especially the young.  First, study work is in decline, second, the addicted adolescents become increasingly unavailable for normal communication with others; and finally, of course there will be a large bill that has to be paid. 

Nowadays, the cell phone is not only a communication technology but a requirement for existence, as much an extension of our body as our fingers and hands.  People depend on its diverse functions such as texting, alarm clock, and memorandum.  Losing it makes those with “cell phone dependency syndrome” feel disabled. 

According to medical reports, specialists wonder whether electromagnetic waves may interfere with our brain and cause damage especially for users who talk on the phone frequently and constantly.  Though some argue it won’t have direct effects on our brains, we still need to keep a safe distance between the ear and the cell phone.  It is also wise to keep our phone conversations brief.  

Cell phone helps people communicate with others more easily, and people become accustomed to getting in touch instantaneously and urgently.  Then, they lose their patience waiting for calls or messages.  In the end, personal space and privacy are also easily disturbed. 

Cellphone syndromes hurt not only our physical health but mental health.  Through the cellphone, people believe they can do many things at the same time so that they live under pressure.  If you want to cure the cellphone syndrome, just throw out the phone.

8. Judging a book by its table of contents

It’s not wise to make hasty judgments based on very little information.  It is always a good idea to take a closer look.
Judging a book by its table of contents is unfair.  But we cannot neglect the truth that appearance in as important as context.  Time is so precious in modern society that we have to be able to detect the real good stuff in limited time.
Since it is quite inevitable for people to judge us based on limited information, we should avoid making obvious mistakes which might bury our merits on the spot.

It is wrong to judge a book by its table of contents, so is judging a man by his experience.  People change all the time, so his past should not stand for his whole life; it could more or less be seen as a reference.  You could judge a man only when you get to know him.

When it comes to election time, Taiwanese people always judge candidates without looking inside them to see their contents.  The political parties have so polarized Taiwanese society that people are urged to judge a book by its mere color.

Although the table of contents can not represent the whole, it is a good resource to get some general ideas about the book.  It’s the same as knowing a person.  Since we are unlikely to spend a long time knowing every person, the quickest way to pick out possible friends is to judge them by the general impressions they have left on you. 

Even though you don’t read the book in full, you can still get some information about the book by only browsing through its table of contents.  In this way, a clear table of a book is beneficial to promote its content. 

Judging somebody's horoscope is a way to guess at someone's personality.  However, not all Pisces are romantic and not all Taurus are stingy.
Since a good table of contents presents what is in the book in a captivating manner, I usually decide whether to purchase the book or not by judging its value by its table of contents.  It’s better to be careful than to regret buying the wrong book.  

Knowing parts of the incident and making judgments based on that knowledge might cause problems.  For example, morphine could be an anesthetic if the proper amount is used, but anyone who takes the plethora dosage would become addicted.

How do you determine whether a book is worth reading?  From its rating, its cover, its illustrations, or the title?  Well, reading its table of contents might also be a simple, fast, and clear way for everyone to understand the main idea of a book and it helps you quickly decide whether it is the book you are searching for, or whether it arouses your interest.

Save your time and money by looking through a book’s table of contents.  It will provide the book’s essence for readers to catch the main point and evaluate if it is a worthwhile book.
