I’m sorry, can you repeat that?
My audience for this article will be split between those that cannot understand what the fuss is about and those that will never take this advice.   There will be those catalogues that routinely repeat their best products and would not dream of dropping them.   And there will be those catalogues that will do everything they can to avoid having to put the same item in again.   Strangely, this group will regularly re-mail the same catalogue (100% repeat products!) to their best customers.   They do this because they know it works.  But when it comes to the new catalogue, the products have to be just that – brand new.

This split might be broadly along the lines of clothing/non-clothing but this is probably too much of a generalisation.   It may be more difficult to repeat clothing items but some companies do so very successfully.

In this article I want to discuss the nature of repeats, why they work, why they sometimes don’t work and remind you as to why you might repeat less than you should.

What is a Repeat?
 “Of course we repeat products, why look at this dress, we had it in the same style last year and it was great.   Of course we’ve updated the colour and changed the buttons and re-shot it.  I thought we could get another £10 on the price but it should still be good, after all it is a repeat.”

For me, a repeated item has got to be exactly the same physically as the original.   Once you start tampering with the original, all guarantees of success are invalid.   The same goes for creative treatment. Use the same shot.   Now you might play around a little with the size of photograph and the position in the catalogue.    Perhaps we know a little more about the effects of these actions.   What we do not know is the effect of a different model, different location or different pose on the sales.   Yes you may make a great item even better but the downside is probably much greater.

The key benefit of repeats is that they take some of the risk out of the catalogue.   You should be able to buy closer to the correct amount of stock and can bank on the sales from that item.   If you start changing the winning formula you might find that instead of the gold you made last time you finish up with lead.

Why do repeats work?
The most common objection to repeating products is that the customer has seen the item before and if they did not buy it then, why would they buy it now?    Retailers and former retailers are notoriously bad at taking this view.   In a shop, everyone has the opportunity to see your products.    This is not the case for catalogues.   Only those you send it to will be able to buy it.   If you are increasing circulation you can be sure that many new customers will see this great product. Others who missed it last time will also see it when it is re-featured.

A great product will normally be far ahead of the other items in your catalogue.   Even if it suffers a 33% or even 50% deterioration in performance it will still be in the top third of the product ranking.  I’m not a gambling man, but given the choice between a horse that won its last race by 10 lengths and one that had not raced this season I know which one I’d back.   Repeats de-risk your catalogue sales.   The top 33% of items account for 60%-80% of total sales.   Even if you are only able to guarantee 20% of the sales from your next catalogue by repeating the very best items, what a great start to the merchandise plan!

One of the greatest difficulties you have is forecasting the buy for any one particular item.   When you repeat a product you have very good information upon which to base your buy decision.   You may also take a bullish view on stock (particularly if it means you can negotiate a price discount) because we know that a great item becomes an even better item with 10% off the price.   Overstocks can this be easily cleared.

Why don’t repeats work?

The most common reason why repeats don’t work is because the wrong items are repeated.   Some catalogues repeat their worse selling items because they have so much stock left they have to.   You know intuitively that this must be incorrect.   Once a dog, always a dog.

Sometimes repeats of previously winning items do not perform to expectations.   Be careful about fashion products that may have had their day.   Also be wary about product seasonality.   The magic repeat formula is only guaranteed when the product is repeated in the same season in which it was originally successful.

Obstacles to Repeats

So you take all this on board and determine that you want to repeat, I mean really repeat , your top 33% items from your last catalogue.   We’ll assume that external factors like fashion and seasonality are absent.   Now 33% may not be the right % but it is a starting point.   Many things will happen to make this goal unachievable and most of them will be internal events.

First up will be the inability of the supplier to make that product again.   Or maybe they can but your order does not exceed the minimum quantity required. Your buying team will need to negotiate hard in these circumstances to avoid the dropping of this great item.   New product ranges may be a requirement for shops but catalogues do not need the same degree of novelty to deliver good results.

The next filter may be your creative team.   Understandably, designers really do not like repeating themselves.   They may come up with all manner of reasons why this best selling dress that paid for its space five times over last time should not be included in the next catalogue.   “The background will not match”, “We are not using this model in the new shoot”, “It doesn’t really fit the new collection”…the list goes on.   All this is fine if you are just in business for the fun, excitement and entertainment.   I like to think the money is important too.

You may find that for a variety of these reasons there are obstacles within your organisation to repeating product.   You will probably want to repeat the very best items and demonstrate the success of the concept before planning a larger number.   Several years I observed (in a company that no longer trades) a target of 25% repeats get whittled away to just one item.   And when the item was finally shown in the catalogue it had been re-shot.

I had better call a halt now in case I start repeating myself.   I probably haven’t convinced the repeat “offenders” but maybe I’ve raised a few doubts that might see one or two more winning products retained.

Have a great Summer season!
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