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Completing the Carry-on:
Ask. Show. Sell. By Garrett Lai

Travel by carry-on forces a 
focus on the essentials, but 
that doesn’t mean you can’t go 
with style. Done right, you can 

still be versatile, spontaneous and even 
a little bit glamorous, while living out of 
a cabin-size suitcase.

And that’s the retailer’s best oppor-
tunity: Engaging customers and show-
ing them how to do carry-on right, so 
they can trade restricted luggage space 
for more freedom of movement, and 
more secure travel. In the process, this 
allows retailers to convert a single-item 
purchase into a more sizable sale, and 
build a lasting customer relationship.

When a prospective customer 
comes into your store looking for a 
carry-on, it’s much more than a chance 
to sell some luggage – it’s a chance to 
introduce them to a complete carry-on 
package. After all, the carry-on is only 

the container. It’s everything that goes 
inside that really makes (or breaks) the 
travel experience. The carry-on should 
be the conversation starter, not the end 
sales goal.

Selling a carry-on is more about the 
process of the sale than what is actually 
sold. Knowing the right questions to 
ask and the right way to frame the sales 
approach will naturally lead to the right 
products. Done correctly, a walk-in car-
ry-on purchase can turn into a travel 
ensemble with genuine positive impact 
on your customer’s travel experience, 
providing in turn what every business 
wants: repeat business.

Open with Questions

Luggage is not something people buy 
for the future. If someone walks 

into your store looking for a carry-on, 
there’s a very good chance it’s for an 

upcoming trip – or it’s a gift. In other 
words, the customer has an immediate 
need. Figure out what that need is, pro-
vide a solution, and you’re in business. 
Literally.

“If we truly, truly get to your needs, 
it’s going to be a solid sale,” says Joey 
Diamond, manager of H. Savinar 
Luggage in Los Angeles, CA. “Is this for 
you or is it a gift? If it’s a gift, it takes us 
down a different route, such as budget, 
etc. A business traveler might want a 
better-quality bag… if they have a Louis 
Vuitton or expensive bag I’ll know they 
want that quality. Or if they have an 
inexpensive Samsonite they’ve used for-
ever I’ll know they want more value.”

To truly understand a potential cus-
tomer’s need, often you have to dig 
deeper than the basic information they 
provide. As Jenni Paradise-Goad of 
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Paradise Baggage in Englewood, CO 
cautions, “We always say, if someone 
comes in looking for a red bag, don’t 
start pulling out every red bag you 
have.” Instead, Paradise-Goad suggests, 
“Start by qualifying the sale. Find out 
what they’re looking for. We encourage 
people to stay and hang out so we can 
really talk to them about the trip they 
have coming up.”

With carry-on travel, size is obvi-
ously paramount. Most people head 
straight to a 22” case, because that’s 
the largest most airlines allow. But that 
may not be the maximum size allowed 
for their immediate trip. “If it’s interna-
tional travel, I go with a 19” or 21”,” says 
Paradise-Goad. “They always want the 
most, and we have to talk through that.”

Another consideration is the indus-
try-wide shift toward 4-wheel cases, 
though the 2-wheeler is still viable in 
the carry-on segment and relevant to 
the size conversation. “Two-wheel cases 
have more packing space,” notes Ryan 
Dallon, manager of Shapiro Luggage 
in Salt Lake City, UT. “If capacity is a 
thing it’s going to be a 2-wheel case. The 
only time a 4-wheel is better is board-

ing the plane – anywhere else you’re 
pretty much going to wheel it behind 
you anyway.”

Something else to consider is hard 
vs. soft luggage. Soft luggage is more 
moldable, and can maximize use of 
odd-shape areas like overhead space 
on regional aircraft, or fold down to fit 
under the bed in your riverboat cabin. 
But this also means less in-transit pro-
tection for contents.

The question of business or leisure 
travel plays a pivotal part in the hard vs. 
soft equation. “A lot of people depend 
on a suiter for business travel, that’s not 
available in a hardside,” notes Leslee 
Richards, co-owner of Lieber’s Luggage 
in Albuquerque, NM. H. Savinar’s 
Diamond agrees. “If it’s a business trav-
eler, they’ll need a suit fixture, so you’ll 
want to show bags that have that, or 
show one of the removable ones – we 
have them from Victorinox and Eagle 
Creek.” 

Another business-related feature 
that can tip the decision toward soft 
luggage is pockets. “Our business trav-
elers like the pockets that come with 
soft luggage,” observes Jenni Paradise-
Goad. “They like the organization.”

The Power of Show

This is the online shopping era. And 
while you can’t compete with the 

Internet on price, or its near-endless 
selection, there is one way to beat the 
World Wide Web: first-hand experience.

“Nine times out of 10 when they 
walk in they have their phone out 
already. You have to make the experi-
ence interactive,” Shapiro’s Ryan Dallon 
insists, who has an already-packed suit-
case on hand at all times. “You should 
be showing them, reaffirm what they 
learned online and help them under-
stand it better. That simple act of taking 
all that stuff out, to see how much that 
is and how easily the Pack-It cubes go 
back in, that’s a powerful demonstra-
tion.”

Creating an experience by show-
ing, rather than telling, is a convincing 
exercise that proves a brand’s expertise. 
“You can see when you make that con-
nection,” says Paradise-Goad. “We carry 
Briggs & Riley, and when we demo the 
compression/expansion system you see 
their eyes get huge.” Open your custom-
er’s eyes, and you’ve not only trumped 
your online competition – you’ve estab-
lished yourself as an expert. And you’ve 
created a receptive customer.

When it comes to carry-ons, every 
retailer interviewed for this story men-
tioned the importance of Eagle Creek’s 
Pack-It cubes, or similar organizers. 
“They’re good add-ons that can help 
close the sale,” states H. Savinar’s Joey 
Diamond. “We have Pack-It cubes and 
tubes filled already, so we can show 
how they fit into the bag like a puzzle.”

Researching luggage on the Internet 
can provide your customers with plenty 
of great info. But websites are also 
loaded with false facts and mislead-
ing data. Carry-on luggage is literally 
defined by size. But how that size is 
determined is one of the industry’s big-
gest inconsistencies. This makes a first-
hand, in-store experience all the more 
valuable to consumers who are looking 
for answers. 

“With the airlines, right now size 
restrictions aren’t uniformly enforced. 
It’s just like bag weight in the pre-2008 
era,” notes Diamond. “If the airlines 
start enforcing size limits with carry-
on bags and you bought a 23.5” case 
expecting to get a 10-year lifespan, it’s 
now obsolete. You want to be sure cus-
tomers understand this.”

Restrictions on size are at the fore-

Soft luggage is more moldable, and can 
maximize use of odd-shape areas like 
overhead space on regional aircraft, or 
fold down to fit under the bed in your 
riverboat cabin.
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front of many customers minds. “A lot 
of our customers will come in with a 
checklist, it has to be this size, it has to 
weigh this much,” says Paradise-Goad. 
“We get out a tape measure and scale, 
figure it out with them, and they like 
that we can talk intelligently about what 
they need.”

Adding on Completes the Carry-on

When you get right down to it, lug-
gage might have the least impact 

on your trip. It’s vital while in transit, 
but once you’re situated it usually won’t 
come into play until the return journey. 
It’s the contents that really affect the 
travel experience, and if you can com-
municate that to your customers, you’ll 
help them have a better vacation and 
add to your own bottom line.

Toiletries are a great place to start. 
Everyone needs a toiletry kit, especially 
if they are carry-on flyers thanks to the 
3-1-1 requirement. Now is the perfect 
time to pitch accessories. “When some-
one walks into your store, it’s not the 
time to ask, ‘How’s your shave kit?,’” 
says H. Savinar’s Joey Diamond. “But if 
they’ve decided on a suitcase and you’re 
showing them accessories, that’s the 
time to set them up.”

Ryan Dallon subscribes to the same 
philosophy at his Salt Lake City store. 
“A toiletry kit is an item someone will 
buy every 10 years. How much spilled 
toothpaste does it take to wear one out? 
When they’re buying a new suitcase 
they’re happier to upgrade everything 
at the same time. You show them one 
that goes with the bag, and looks great. 
It gets them thinking.”

Just like the suitcase, toiletries 
are opportunities for add-ons. Dallon 
encourages people to build their 
own toiletry kits. “We sell tons of the 
GoToobs, and we sell a lot of Eagle 
Creek Pack-It cubes, neck pouches and 
TSA locks.”  Leslee Richard notes the 
Flanabags work well as 3-1-1 bags for 
TSA screening and help keep travel-
ers organized. “We also recommend 
people take some kind of compression 
bag – we have them from Travelon, 
LC Industries, Eagle Creek – to mini-
mize the space taken up by dirty laun-
dry, and to keep it from making the 
rest of your clothing smell.” For those 
who have to do laundry abroad some 
accessories have become a hit. “We 
sell a lot of clotheslines,” Richards 
admits, “because a lot of places don’t 

have clotheslines any more for washing 
items in the sink.” 

Electronics are a big opportunity, 
especially for people traveling inter-
nationally. People rely on their mobile 
devices for in-flight entertainment, and 
you’ll exhaust a phone or tablet bat-
tery before you’re halfway there on 
long flights. Factor in the vagaries of 
foreign outlets and 220-volt power, and 
electronic accessories should be easy 
add-ons.

“We do tons of Voltage Valet,” Ryan 
Dallon confides. “They have a really 
cool new plug that has two USB adapt-
ers and one 110-volt outlet. It’s $23, and 
we’re killing it. It’s perfect because in 
Europe, you’re often in a hotel room 
with just one outlet.” 

“Power adapters and converters 
are one of the main things we sell, 
or convince people they don’t need,” 
says Leslee Richards. “They come in 
saying they need a converter for their 
cell phone, which might be dual volt-
age so all they need is an adapter. Or 
they want to bring non-dual-voltage 
hair dryers, electric toothbrushes they 
need to recharge. We’ll set them up 
with a battery one, or dual-voltage 

devices from Travel Smart by Conair, 
LC Industries or Travelon.” 

While technology helps travelers 
comfortably pass the time on long 
flights or get to where they need to go 
once they land, these devices and apps 
are often battery drainers. “We also sell 
a lot of power banks for Kindles and 
tablets, which is their entertainment 
on the plane,” says Richards. “If they’re 
relying on GPS to navigate that battery 
needs to be active all the time, they’ll 
want a power bank for that.”

Wearable Carry-on

The bulk of what fills a suitcase 
is clothing, and while some travel 

goods retailers have had good success 
with travel clothing, others have found 
it to be a tough nut to crack.

That said, every retailer interviewed 
for this feature stocks – and sells – some 
core clothing items, with good success.

“We were never able to turn cloth-
ing the way it needs to be turned,” 
admits Leslee Richards. But oftentimes 
the issue of clothing returns to the con-
cept of enhancing your customer’s trav-
el experience, even if it means selling 

Restrictions on size are at the forefront 
of many customers’ minds. “We get out 

a tape measure and scale, figure it out 
with them, and they like that we can talk 

intelligently about what they need.”
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the basics like more supportive socks 
for long flights or comfortable under-
wear.  “We do talk about quick-dry 
clothing,” adds Richards. “ExOfficio 
underwear, Sockwell and Rejuva com-
pression socks, and the SCOTTeVEST 
vest and jacket.”

Paradise Baggage does well with 
select clothing items. “We do carry 
wraps for women from Chilly Jilly,” says 
Jenni Paradise-Goad. “They’ve done 
really well for us, they’re such an easy 
thing to throw in the bag.”

Shapiro Luggage has found itself 
with a bit of a sleeper hit in the cloth-
ing department, with men’s underwear 
that comes with a good story. Ryan 
Dallon relates: “We carry Saxx. Quick-
drying, anti-microbial, but it’s 9-panel 
construction so the fit is ridiculous. The 
designer based the design on a catcher’s 
mitt, and calls it the Ball Park Pouch. 
It’s just a better product, different from 
anything else out there.”

Multi-pocketed clothing is one 
trend that has crossed over into the 
mainstream, thanks to items like the 
Baubax travel jacket, which attracted 
nearly 45,000 backers on Kickstarter 
and more than $9 million in pledges. 
“We do really well with SCOTTeVEST, 
it blurs those lines with convenience 
and security,” says Shapiro Luggage’s 
Dallon. Paradise Baggage has found 
similar success with pocketed vests 
from Craghoppers. Palm Desert, CA, 
retailer Chuck Weisbart, of It’s…In the 
Bag!, famously kits his customers out 
in multi-pocketed vests as a second or 
third carry-on item, freeing up packing 
room in their luggage.

Companion Carry-on –  
the Second Bag

We’ve all heard this announcement 
over the airport PA: Passengers 

are allowed one carry-on bag, and one 
personal item. Everyone knows this, 
which means your customers do, too. 

And that personal item – aka the second 
bag – is your gateway toward a second 
purchase.

“I’m a salesperson. I’m going to sell 
you two bags instead of one,” says Joey 
Diamond. “It’s all about that second 
bag. For guys, it might be a business 
case or backpack; most women will 
have a purse, but I’ll show a second bag 
they can put their purse in, and carry a 
lot with that.”

“We like the Pacsafe backpacks,” 
declares Leslee Richards. “We like a 
variety of shopping totes from Briggs 
& Riley, cinda b, Ricardo Beverly Hills, 
Victorinox. I tend to like them better 
than a cabin bag; they’re lighter and less 
structured, so you get more flexibility.”

Matching that second bag with the 
carry-on is popular with customers, 
and it’s a good add-on strategy, espe-
cially when so many second bags like 
computer briefs and small duffels have 
pull-handle pass-throughs to mate with 
rolling luggage. 

Compact bags seem to be trend-
ing among current travelers. “We have 
been getting requests for bags that will 
for sure fit under the seat in front 
of you,” relates Paradise-Goad. “We’re 
going to try the Wheeled Underseat 
Carry-on from Travelon, you can maybe 
fit another outfit in and roll it under the 
seat. We’re hoping that will be a nice 
option for people.”

Be the Information Resource

Your customers come armed with a 
wellspring of good research infor-

mation, but there’s a lot of confusion 
in the mix thanks to unclear airline 
regulations. As a retailer, this is your 
moment to shine. Consumers can easily 
examine individual pieces of luggage 
online, but it’s difficult to compare. And 
almost impossible to know whether 
“cabin friendly” is the same as “carry-on 
approved” or better than “cabin-sized.” 
If you can present yourself with the 
expertise to divine truth from fiction, 
kit your customer out with not just a 
great piece of luggage, but the items 
that go in it, and send them away confi-
dent in their purchase decisions, you’ll 
have a significant impact on their travel 
experience.

Help your customers navigate the 
confusing world of carry-on, and they’ll 
navigate back to you next time they 
need travel outfitting. It’s a win-win all 
around! b

If you can present yourself with the 
expertise to divine truth from fiction, kit 
your customer out with not just a great 
piece of luggage but the items that go 
in it, and send them away confident in 
their purchase decisions, you’ll have 
a significant impact on their travel 
experience.
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