The Characteristics of well run Catalogue Companies

Yesterday I was visiting one of my long-standing clients to spend the day reviewing the Spring Summer season.  We have been doing this for some years now and have a proven agenda and set of papers to review.  At a working lunch, in between the grapes and the cheese and onion crisps I told the assembled management that I was struggling to come up with a topic for my next article.  With my editor breathing down my neck and just the weekend to write up the finished product, I was under pressure.   “Why don’t you write about us?” was the helpful advice from the group.  Before I could find an objection they had come up with half a dozen good ideas to put into my column.  So this piece is dedicated to the managers at Classic Selection. Thank you!

1. They know the numbers and know how to read the numbers.

Data is crucial to the development of any mail order business but it is only useful if you can turn it into information that is timely, relevant and understandable.   I encourage clients to assemble a standard set of reports that can be produced at regular intervals.   The information must be available before key decisions are taken.   It must be capable of helping the management reach the right decision.  Keeping the format consistent each time helps those involved in other departments to understand the numbers and allows comparison to past seasons.

The managers must also be able to extract from the mass of information the key points.  Simple analysis performed regularly and accurately is to be preferred over sophisticated, complex analysis that may be error prone, late and infrequent.

2. They spend more time on merchandise than any other aspect of their business.

Our meeting, as it always does, spent most of the time talking about merchandise.  We had great reports showing what had sold last season and how much profit had been generated.   We had boards with cut outs from the catalogue showing best sellers, worst sellers and other groups of merchandise with common characteristics.

We discussed how this information would affect the buying plans for 2001, how categories would be expanded, contracted and new categories introduced.   A lot of companies do not spend enough time on merchandise analysis.  Why is that?   It could be because it is not an easy subject.   There are no magic formulas that tell you what to buy and how much to buy.  It could be that buyers regard the selection of merchandise as their preserve alone and reject outside interference from other departments.   

Understanding the complex relationship that you have with your customer through the merchandise you try to sell them lies at the heart of all retailing.   The next time you have a management review meeting, give Merchandise more time on the agenda.

3. They worry about stock all the time

The management of stock can make or break a mail order business.   You need accurate and regular reports about back orders, out of stocks and terminal stock.  You should know what return you get from clearing old stock through different channels.  You should be looking to improve on that return because every extra pound you get from clearance falls straight to the bottom line and most importantly, into your bank account.

4. They think about the customer all the time.

Sometimes it is hard to remember that there is a customer out there.   After all, you don’t see them face-to-face, you don’t talk to them regularly and you only see the consequences of their behaviour by reviewing pages of numbers.  

Dragging the discussion back to the reality of the customer is absolutely necessary to develop the business.  So the next time your catalogue consultant goes off on a flight of fancy about remailing the three-time multis just trip him up with a well timed “Who?”

5. They don’t waste time on analysis that might yield only a marginal improvement in profit.

Catalogue companies are not university research departments.   Sure, its great to develop a fabulous analysis that shows that by altering the layout of the order form the average posted order value rises 5%, but if  90% of your orders come in via the telephone the impact is likely to be small.  Perform those marginal analyses when you have made all the big wins.

6. They avoid attempting too many big projects at once.

I like seeing companies come up with lots of ideas to grow their business.  However, when they decide to do everything at once I get nervous.   Catalogue companies are complex to run and new projects are often time consuming.  Pick the projects that will give you the most significant benefit and schedule the others later.  Above all, do not jeopardise your main business by the distraction.

7. They have a culture that encourages new ideas and does not assign blame when some of these ideas do not work.

Catalogue businesses only develop by attempting new things.  Some will work and pay big dividends and some will fail and cost you money and pride.  Swallow your pride and make sure you are properly funded to allow for things that do not work.  Let your managers know that testing new ideas is part of the business culture.  Celebrate the ones that work but don’t berate the person that came up with the idea that proved to be a turkey.   After all, it could be your turn next.

8. They are always looking to the future.

We always end our review sessions with a brainstorm about how we can grow the business.  This is confined to new ideas, not a continuation of the current operation.  All ideas are written down and briefly discussed.  Those that look worth further thought are assigned to a manager to develop.   A flow of new ideas, even if you don’t implement them all at once, is healthy and ultimately takes the business further.
9. They enjoy what they do.

Someone once said,  “Play happy, or don’t play at all”.  He was not talking about catalogue companies but the comment applies well here.   Running a mail order business is far too much hard work if you do not enjoy it.   Instil this in your team and choose people who will respond best in this type of culture.

Well I suppose there really should ten points in this column but that is all I have space for. The list is not exhaustive and I am sure readers will have additional characteristics to add.  Do not worry if you cannot see all these features in your own business.  It can take years to achieve all this and even then there is scope for improvement.
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