FINANCIAL TECHNIQUES FOR NON-FINANCIAL CATALOGUE MANAGERS: 

Part Fifteen: Ain’t No Mountain High Enough

I have sat down to write this article after returning from a week of mountain biking in the Austrian Alps.  Apart from the gorgeous scenery and the fantastic weather, the other main attraction was the prospect of cycling downhill for 10 miles, having taken an effortless ski lift to the top of the mountain. I still feel in that holiday mood and have no desire to inflict a series of mathematical formulae upon you this month. Instead I have taken the experiences of that trip and related them to the catalogue business.  There are many uncanny parallels between controlling a fast growing catalogue and staying on a bicycle careering down a steep gravel track.

I soon found out that the latter can be a dangerous and painful experience.   After being nicknamed “Crash-a-day Ray” by the expert guides it was time I took some advice to get me down the mountain safely.

Listening to Stuart’s top tips for downhill biking I could relate much of  the advice to running a mail order company.   For most of you this upcoming Autumn/Winter season will be your biggest season yet and may well be the moment when your business really takes off.   Keeping the business running smoothly as you hurtle towards Christmas while maximising your sales can be like racing down the mountain going as fast as you can without falling off.

So, in this month’s article I try to apply these principles of mountain biking to the exciting prospect of rapid growth for the next catalogue season.

Tip No. 1    Lower Your Saddle
On a bicycle this has the effect of lowering your centre of gravity, keeping you more compact.   This is no time for any crazy stunts.   For a catalogue business preparing for a very rapid period of growth this is not a time to implement that brand new computer system or to make massive changes to the supply chain.   The business will be at full stretch anyway, so adding extra complications is usually a bad idea.

Tip No. 2  Keep a Relaxed Posture

A flexible, relaxed approach will allow you to cope with all the upcoming obstacles.   The business, in all areas, must keep calm and not panic at the slightest problem.   So if the first drop to your buyers is 30% down on plan, don’t throw in the towel, think of how you can use your remails and offer opportunities to regain some of the lost ground.

Tip No. 3  Look Well Ahead
Concentrating on the ground a few feet from your front wheel does not give you time to react to the major challenges like that hair pin bend that drops off steeply.   When the orders start flooding in you must still look ahead to the next mailing and the ultimate markdown activity for the January sale.   Your production team will be shooting the Spring catalogue, escaping the frenzy of the operation and making sure the new book is successful.   Don’t ignore this future activity.

Tip No. 4   Move your weight over the back wheel

This has the effect of giving you more grip, particularly as you use the rear brake.   The catalogue parallel is the emphasis on the back end - the fulfilment operation.   Before the season starts, have you solved the major system problems? Are all your staff recruited, trained and ready?   When things start getting really busy, make sure all the fulfilment team is focused on getting orders processed and shipped before Christmas.   Emotions run high at this time of the year and there are many customers to be won - and lost.

Tip No. 5  Use Front Brake to Increase Control
The front brake gives maximum stopping power, and used with the rear brake it can really aid control.   I liken this use of the front brake to the marketing plan, driving business activity.   The circulation manager must co-ordinate with the fulfilment operation to ensure unnecessary peaks in activity.   The accompanying offers and promotions can be used drive volume just as things start to slow down.   The back end must know what the front end is doing otherwise be prepared to eat gravel.

Tip No. 6  Don’t keep the brakes on all the time, let the bike roll over obstacles
Jamming on the brakes every time you see a problem is a recipe for disaster, as I found out.   Sometimes the bicycle will stay upright by itself, if it is allowed to do so by its rider.  

Customer Service Managers are usually good at the detail.   However, this can mean a wealth of anecdotal evidence about things going wrong.  For example, have you ever heard:“They are all returning the dress on the front cover!!”   

If you are in charge this can be very demoralising.   Get your fulfilment managers to quantify the problems:  “Well we had 4 back today, but we did send out 80”.   Pay attention and deal with the really significant issues.   Somehow businesses can roll over the small obstacles.   Holding up your progress to solve every little problem can be detrimental.

Tip No. 7  Look at the Gap, not the Obstruction
So there you are, speeding down the track.   You look up and see a fallen branch has reduced the path to a narrow gap.   Negative thoughts creep in and you stare intently at the obstacle.   Experts have shown that the bike will then steer itself mysteriously towards the very thing you wanted to avoid.

Negative thoughts can easily crowd in on you in the middle of a hectic season.   What if the best seller re-order does not arrive by 20th December?   What if no one will work overtime in the warehouse to get out those back orders just released?

Concentrate on the things that you can do something about and do them.   Think about Christmas and head for the gap!

Tip No. 8   Don’t go out on the Mountain on your own

The mountain is a dangerous place and accidents will happen.   It is a foolish rider who goes out alone.   In the mail order world you need help from others - your investors, merchandise suppliers, printer, bureau, mailing house, list broker and dare I say it, consultant.   When everything is going crazy, call on them for help, support or maybe just a little encouragement.   It could make all the difference if you want to get to Christmas in one piece.

Before I close I must thank Geoff, Stuart, Justine and Kevin of Sunworld, Kitzbuhel, Austria for making my trip such an enjoyable time.

I hope you all have a good Autumn/Winter experience and get down the mountain safely!
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