ASK THE EXPERTS



 

"We are in two minds as to whether it makes more sense to increase the pagination of our housewares catalogue from 24 to 48 to be able to offer a much wider range OR to stay at 24 pages but double the volume from 60,000 to 120,000 to reach a wider audience and build our customer base.  The former option would, we believe, increase order values from our customer and enquiry files and allow tests of 4 external lists.  The latter would enable us to test more lists and recruit more new customers.  Which of these options do your experts believe will produce the best return in the long term?" 

New catalogues make two common mistakes.  Firstly, they do not source enough merchandise and produce a small catalogue of 24 pages or less.   The sales per book from such a catalogue are often low, much lower in proportion to a larger catalogue.  This is because such a catalogue lacks credibility.   So there are significant gains from increasing book size, assuming the extra pages are filled with good new merchandise.   The inclusion of more merchandise will also allow you to test which products and categories your customers want to buy.  

Secondly, they print and mail too few catalogues.   The creative costs per book on small runs are very high and larger runs will attract printing economies, particularly if you can move from sheet fed to web based printing.  Also, a small run will not allow you to test many options for recruitment and you must quickly find effective methods of acquiring new customers.

I do not like either option proposed and would suggest if funds are limited you investigate a compromise of 36 pages and 90,000 circulation.  The bigger catalogue will be more credible.  The 50% increase in page size should produce at least the same increase in sales per book (mainly through increase in response rate).   The higher circulation will allow the testing of another 5 lists.   Alternatively, raise more finance at the outset and start with a credible book and a significant circulation.

Ray Morris-Hill was home shopping head at Harrods, Laura Ashley and Selfridges.  Since 1996 he has been an independent Catalogue Consultant. Ray is also Chief Executive of the List Broker and List Manager,  Mokrynski International.   He can be contacted on 020 7630 6196 or ray@rmorris-hill.co.uk
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