Frequently Asked Questions – List Broking

In the course of the next few months I thought it would be helpful to collate the questions I am asked most often – and to give some answers.   I will start with lists and this month’s Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ) relates to List Broking.   Here I will deal with the questions asked by catalogues seeking to mail external lists.   Next time I will present a List Management FAQ, relating to catalogues wishing to rent their names to other companies.

· Why should I use lists instead of other recruitment methods?

Lists are often a quick and simple way to access relatively large numbers of mail order buyers in a targeted way.   They can help a mailer learn more about their target customer and how their brand is positioned in the marketplace.   Lists are just part of the recruitment mix.   I recommend that catalogues explore all recruitment methods at some stage of their development.   Remember you are trying to find methods that produce large numbers of buyers at a low cost.

For some businesses, one main method – like inserting the catalogue into newspapers may produce the desired results.   For others, they will “cherry pick” from the best lists, best media for inserts and advertising and a range of other methods.

A large, cost effective source of buyers is essential to any mail order business.

· What response rate can I expect from lists?

I hope that regular readers will see that this question needs a lot of refinement.   The answer depends on so many variables – the product, the size of book, the offer, the average order value, the type of list, when the names are mailed…

If you are using Sales per Book as a performance measure you will know that asking for a response rate forecast is only half the story.

I hear many new mailers tell me they understand the industry benchmark response rate is 2% for lists.   An expensive designer fashion catalogue with an average order value of £250 would be delighted with a 2% response rate as this would give sales per book of £5.00.

On the other hand, for a low price gift catalogue with an average order value of £20,  2% would be a poor result as it produces only a sales per book of 40 pence.

Even then, while knowing the  £/Book will help you plan sales, you should also consider your returns rate, margin, variable fulfilment costs and in-home catalogue cost to determine what it costs to recruit a new buyer.

· When is the best time to mail lists?

The best time will vary by catalogue but there are some guidelines:

· mail at a time that allows your catalogue an uninterrupted trading period of at least 6 weeks.   Do not mail a week before the Easter break or in December.

· where possible avoid times when the consumer may be distracted by significant events e.g. wars, elections, anything that will make the customer less likely to read your catalogue

· mail when you know you have stock to meet the demand

· mail when you know you have staff to take orders

· unless you are mailing a sale catalogue approved by the list owners, avoid mailing at the retail and mail order sale periods.   There are too many offers and your full price book may just not be competitive.

· If you are worried about timing, do not mail all your lists at the same time.   Spread the risk.

· When should I order my lists?

Most list managers will be able to supply names in 5 working days from date of order, but remember:

Allow time for your bureau to merge the lists with other sources of names and for your mailing house to prepare the catalogues for mailing.   You may be asked to prepay by your broker if you are a new mailer or unable to satisfy credit checks.   This will add time. 

Of course, you can get names quicker than this but do not blame the broker if a list misses your merge date because you ordered late.

· When will I have to pay for the lists I rent?

Your broker will raise invoices as soon as the data is shipped.  If you are not on prepayment terms, 30 days will be a normal credit period.   Make sure when you order that books are ready to be mailed, otherwise you will have to pay for names before they are circulated.

· What is stopping me doing all this myself?   Why do I need a list broker?

Well, of course, you can order all the lists you require directly from individual list managers.  You can also arrange swaps directly with some list owners.   However, you will not receive lower prices by ordering direct and you will have to deal with a large number of different contacts that will each want payment guarantees from you.  You will need to maintain your own swap balances and will not have an experienced broker to help you with disputes.   Do not underestimate the administrative costs associated with large list campaigns.   Tracking deliveries from many different suppliers is a time consuming process.  By using one list broker you will have a single point of contact.

Leaving the administrative burden to one side the main reasons for using an experienced catalogue list broker are:

· They can research and recommend the best lists and selections 

· They can help you construct your total mailing plan, including remails and list rollout tactics

· They can suggest the best mailing dates and quantities in each drop

· They can assist you in preparing merge/purge specifications and key codes

· By analysing results they can suggest possible improvements to enhance future mailings

· They can suggest the best suppliers for mailing, computer and other services

I realise that there are many more questions relating to list broking but space precludes me from covering everything.   Next time we move on to list management and look at issues relating to the marketing of your list for profit.   In the meantime I hope to see you all at the ECMOD conference in Hammersmith, 15-17 November!
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