Get Organised for Success!

We talk much about the technical aspects of catalogue marketing but probably neglect the human aspect.   The people who work in your business make it possible (and sometimes impossible!) to implement your carefully constructed plans and policies.   The subject of finding the right people is worth an article in its own right but this month I will start with some simple organisation advice for businesses at different stages of development.

When you start out you will have to combine functions under just a few managers or in the extreme case, you will do everything yourself.   As you grow, you will add people and create new departments.   The key here is to be adequately funded so as to add people in good time.   If you are planning to grow, that is essential.

The organisation structures shown here should not be seen as the only way to go.  There are many variants that might suit the needs of your particular business.   For example, if you sell all products on a direct despatch basis where the supplier is holding stock, you will not need someone to control your stocks.  What you might need is someone to liase closely with suppliers to ensure they are doing their job.

The Early Stages

Typically, the founder will have multiple roles and may outsource finance, catalogue design, systems and fulfilment.  The main choice here is whether to fulfil in-house or use a third party.   Both create issues, but remember that most catalogues, whatever their size, do their own fulfilment.   Even if you start with a third party, you will always be considering the in-house option as a way of saving money and improving the control you have over customer service.
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In this example the Owner is directly responsible for Buying (selecting products to sell), Inventory Management (dealing with over and under stocks) and Marketing (determining who should receive the catalogue). These are the most difficult areas to outsource, as they are unique to each catalogue.   At this stage management overheads are low, but then so are the sales.

Breaking Out

AS the business grows you will want to add some managers.  Let us change our owner to General Manager and add a new layer of management.   In practice, our owner/general manager will perform one or more of these functions until the business can sustain more cost.
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This jump to 4 managers results in a big increase in overhead (more than the corresponding sales increase but it is very difficult to make progress without these people.   In many organisations, the buying function is split from the merchandiser function.  The Buyer is tasked with finding and choosing the best products to sell at the right price.   The Merchandiser is planning the quantities of each item and managing the inventory.   

Note that we have now brought in an Operations Manager.   Even if we were still outsourcing, having someone in this role is important, as the third party will need careful management as the business grows.

Full Board

Now that the business is growing fast we can add another layer and promote some managers to Directors.
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Now we can bring in our own Systems Manager and could consider doing our own catalogue design.   As the business grows, assistants will be added under each manager and probably additional Buyers.   The growth in staff will eventually require a Human Resources Manager.   By now sales should be growing fast and the increase in overhead should be accommodated by the business growth.

Reality 

In practice nothing is quite so simple.   We dream about adding new managers exactly when we need them, never picking unsuitable candidates and never losing good people.   What happens to any growing business is that you “churn” employees as you grow.   Sometimes you just pick the wrong people, finding that their abilities do not match your requirement.   Other times you may have the perfect person when the business is under £500,000 turnover but as it gets bigger they are unable to adapt and grow with the business.

Catalogue businesses are demanding at the best of times but in the early stages they are all consuming.   Normally you just cannot afford a generous staff and managers assume multiple roles.   Some thrive on the pressure but others will seek alternative jobs.   So do not be surprised to lose people and do not think you somehow failed in your own management.

On a more positive note, when you get the right people in your team, be amazed at what your company can achieve.   You will want to keep these people so remunerate accordingly and look to ways of retaining them.  Paying good salaries will help but also look to share options as a way of rewarding loyal employees.

Our industry is still very young and there is only a small (but growing) pool of professional managers in each area.   Competition for the best people is fierce but getting the right people in the right functions is an essential ingredient for success.

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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