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THE CATALOG WORKEBEOOK

verything You Ever Wanted to

now About Starting a Catalog

Yes, you can stidi start a catalog from your kitchen table,
but it takes creativity, savey and sweat

AT LEAET OMNCE a week, ] recaive a
call frorm someone wiho wands bo st a
new mail order catalog. Thete callers
fall nts two categorics:

B Enmreprepcurs in search of fnan-

cial independence,

ay SusaNy Melurvae

a lae af mal and eevor, You must learn
your sudience’s hkss and dishkes, amnd
all the focus groups @ the wardd won't
sefl you what will happen when you
Anally mail thar first camlog.

And remember that even op cata-

lagers with years of experiencs seldom
beat the Rule of Thirds: For any given
catalog, ane-thisd of the merchandise
will sell well, one-third a1ll sell OX
and ane-third will bamb.

Une B vou can and should do s
tzke advantage of any persanal

B Established companiss
wio want to add a mail-ordee
catalog to their existing sales
channels, f

For the srrrearencurs: Yes,
vou can scill start 3 catalog
business on youor Mches able,
b thie meles are toughes ioday
Success demands eceatvicy,
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eavwy afd oweat

And for the established
Businesses: Your path ta
acding a cotalog &4 quite 3 it
easer, thanes 10 e many Hn-
ergies vou can taks advantge
of when adding & mail arder
caialog to your existing mas-
kenng channels,

The Merchandise

Almost anvihing cin be
{and probabiy has been) 26ld in
3 mail-order catalog, bug vour
e wall be sasier i wour prod-
uets have the followang chisae-
Lerisrics:

1. Can be photographed
artractively.

1. The main henefit can be
Instancly underitood juss hy
looking ar the photo and read-
img 3 shory, dear headline.

How da you selest horssell-
ing prodoes? Some catalogers
hawve an instinct for knowing
exactly what the public
wants==5but for mosr cara.

Start-up catalogs that worked!

Smithy, The Dalles, OR

Prasidant Joe Christensen speaks Chingse anc
ments Yo Chana o have poocucss LEsd 10 W
goneiications. Chnstensen also 1ekes =g own
phatas and writes hid dwn cooy lar s sucsossiul
new bool catalodg,

meschandising edges vou may
hawve, For sxample:

You're an éxpert IR Sdme-
thiopg. "My family has made
cotton candy for three gerers-
tnons, 2o | know cotton camdy
egiipement bester than anyone.”™)

You can get hetter prices.
("1 speak Poroguese, 50 W Duy
=Hicecily from the fastary in
Brazil.") Personal edges like
thete help a lot o magi ander.

Pricing and Markup

[mporters/resellers aften
wogk with 3 S0-percenl goods
margin and 3 575-plus averzge
arder zize, Mapufcmurers obien
watk with T{-percent gross mar.
ging and somewnat lower 2ves.
age erder size, Either way can
be prafitable,

Bur a M-perreni 40043
B0 won't &5 if, Your gross mar-
gin (prics minug cost=af-goads)
must cover all your markstng
and ‘operatiopal costs, and 20
percenl is aat arough.

And if your average order
size is bow, even S0 pepcent may
not be enough. For exampie,
food catalogers often have an
average ooder size of 220, anc
for them a S0-percent gross mar-
gin leaves only 520 to cover ail
operational, marketing and over-

| feamionued on page J4)
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head coses. That's naoc enowgh, By con-
frast, upscals gt and decor catalogers
comumonly have 2 mush higher avesags
order 3ize (5120 i3 oypical), and the
same Sl-percent gross margin yields
Solvardes, which shioild cover oll coss
and leave soma protit bahind.

Inventory Issues

If wyou'ee 3 manufaciurer, getting
merchandise is easy—ir's already in
your warekowse, But for the rest of us,
scquining merchandise s a tedious pro-
cess of shopping merchandise marts,
trade shows, foreign travel, negocia-
Hon—whatever is requirsd.

How much inventory should you
buy? After you've guined some acual
tales oxperience with 4 producs, wou'll
be able o predict sales {and hence
aporopridte inveatory levels) quite
well—but for caralogers just starting
out, [ wrge caution. [t's true that buying
smalleT quantites increases ¥our cos
of goods and backaerders. Bur thar's
better than genming stack with 2 ware-
howse full of someshing vou can’t sell,

YWhar level af returns shauld |
expect? Food retums are wsually less
than 1 percent. Haed goods/gifts fre-
quently show a 3 percent 1o 6 percent
rerumL And apparel 15 the worst—renzms
are as high a5 25 percent w 40 percent,
Some will be restocka®le, some won't

How many SKUs* should [ have?
More merchandise in your catalogs
Mt mare appormenities e each cus-

wmer 1o find something w0 buy. Dou. -

aling your 3¥Us won't double your
cesponse ates, sales, and profits; bur
they will all rise by a heaithy percsntage
until yaur salor becomes quite lasge,

Some experts say vou nesd L350
products (plus sizes and caolaes) to be
profitable, but I've seen highly tarpsted
niche catalogs maks fine profits from
just 25 products and 75 SKUs,

Cme tip: Higher product densicy per
page lets you offer mere products with-
Our IRCteasing your prinbng or mailing
costs. That's why 20 many catalogs ars
looking jam-packed these days.

Creating the Catalog

Con't g0 w0 a general agency far a
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Linen & Laca, Washingtan
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Frégident Sunny Crewel gained her lace sxpeniss
fram her grandfather, who was a Selsian lace mer-
chant. Oriwal 2l54 has a specal xnack for PR,
which keeps her cuslamer acouistion casts iow.

Start-up catalags that worked!
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satalog. Camlog design is a specialized
field, and you will be hemer off wsing
designers and copywritars who have
catnlog experiencs,

Cacalog design is ane aren where the
loncly entreprensur can mawch or even
w230 the bigzest competitors, That's
Secause the key 1o greas catalog crestive
1§ te genuinely understand your audi-
ence and then to tell them vour prod-
uct's Denedis clearly and persuasively.

But large companies 2enemily send
their designs through lavers of cormrmit-
tees, and the resuit is often sxpensive
photcgraphy, beautiful panting, and no
personality or meaningful message for
the audience. T often ses simple, inex-
pensive catalogs that pull thres 1o four
times berter than faney, professionally-
produced cacalogs, because the underfi-
nanced entrepreneus's little catalog
really speaks to the sudience’s needs.

Printing and Madling, Printing and
miling are potential problems for new
catalogers. Tdeally, the bepinning cara-
loger would prafer wo pring and mail m
small test quantities, with many ver-
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sions to test various design conceprs,
merchandise seicctions and pricing lev-

els. The winning combinations could,

then be rolled out in higher volumes.
But the economics of printing and
mailing won't permit this. The price
penalty far printing quantities belomw
100,000 becormes scvere, So beginning
<atzlogers genecally must choose

berween accepting high per-catalog
cosid for printing and mailing in rest
quantities, or nsking large sums of
moncy on large volume printing.

[ believe you should opt for lower
volume printing o limit tetal fnancial
exposure until your new caalag has
proven tself. The altemnative is simpiy
o nsky. OF course, this means yau
wan't be profitable at firsz But you

Getiing the Most from Your Printep

TAKING ADVANTAGE of some of
the new state-of-the-art production pro-
cesses and equipment can nat anly save
yeu tme and monsy but will help yeu
produce 3 better qualicy product. For
exaple, the inmoducton of digial
proofing and saving text and images on
2 database have ail but eliminated the
need for traditional methods such ag
mechanicale,

Fallowing are some tips on making
Fure you get the best printing job for
¥our meacy.

B “If you stam with good material,
¥ou get good matenizl Yiou can's resur-
rect something from nothing,” savs Daon
LaWigne, a customer service representa-
tive from Acomn Press, who's seen thou-
£ands of jobs—camlogs and other-
wise—ihrough the printing process, His
point i3 imple: start with a competens
designer and high qualiny photography
and’or arwork. Faloor) i

B Use a glossy stoek and at least
four colors, The reasan for using color
is obvigus, As for more axpensive
stacks, LaVigne comments, “Tt's warth
invesiing in & meee cxpensive, glossy
paper if 2 person will be looking
through the catalog for a year.™ Hope-
fuily, prospects wiil wan: 20 held onto
pour catalog.

B Cawlors don't kave 10 be a3
expensive a3 they might seem, especial-
iy winea they' re designed on deskzop.
Mike Abel of Lancaster, PA-based
AbelSavage Adveriising, Inc. has
designed caralops for companies of all
sizes. He comments, “Re-salvaging
materials from the past is one of the
beauties of slecwonic design, To save
maney, but sall give a camlog a fresh
ook, recyele existing shatography. You
can develop & whole new look for an
old photo by simply elecronically re-
S1Eng H—~a0 re-separaring as in the not

- *nﬂfmualpamandiu_b.ugm farced to

make do with the old size to make bed-
ge%. And, the photo has the added
advantage of having already been color-
eomeciod and approved ™

LaVigne adds, “Some of otr mest
cost- and ume-efficient catalogs are
denie with clients whodo repear projects
which entail minor changes. Electronic
fles may be inventoried, then easily
accedded and revised om a regular hasis ”

B You or your designer must be
aware of your printer’s capabilides,
says Frank Keasvan, elecironic prepress
interface manager for Acorn Press.
“Knowing vour prinres's hardware and
software is ey, ™ he notes. “If vau'se
ik aur clienw, you'll be surprised to
find aue your printer can do mare than
¥ou agsume., This can save valuable
ume and money—but oaly if your
printer teaches you how 1o best subenit a
deshtop file.”

W Kenevan also urges you to realize
thar savings are overall. He explains,
“Leskiop designers whe work directly
with printers for ¢lectonic prepress
cperations will save the morey ather-
Wikt spent [0 Separaiors, hypehcuses
and servics buresus. But be sure o
compare apples to apples, Yeour print-
er'd price may appear higher, b,
remember, it reflects prepress pem-

tens you'd pormally be paving for else- |

whers."

W [n sddition 1o the efficiencies of
working elecronically, one of the great-
=5t efhciencies Abel rakes advantage of
1= working with a printer he knows
ke can trust. He savs, “There are 2 lot
of Johnny-come-[atelies out there, [
can't afford aither produetion or serson-
al ume chooling a newcomer. .’:-;}-:;-“i
0 30 back, whenever possible, w0 2
ponter that's proves s ability to carry
1 whole prajecs.”
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Felation beroveen com and cugtomes ben-
ehits, sither—the STVorder operabion was
x .

HSL terponsive and efficient, while the
330¢crder operation was slow, sloppy
and frmicaring to customers,

Try to keep this cost below
$13order, preferably below 510, Here
AT some proven wavs 190 hold down
“perations ¢osts without saerificing
CUSIOMeT service;

W Kezp vour resucn cane (and hence

Start-up catalogs
that worked!

| Buggiskery Chesss,
Millershory, OR
Fresident Rlenard Sugpishens |
lnzmed CheRde-frsidng from his
C2c, 3 Swist-sducated Magier
Cheesamakar, Eping a manuiac-
lurer xa0pd his cosd of conds \w,

T

fArn money on the Rt cale,

Can you do bener than | percenr 2n
4 cold mailing 1o 3 r=aced lst? Proca-
wiy a0t Manv seginning catalogess
Jump up their projections by asmbing
F-PETCIIN O Sepercent mecmenss et
Deir rented liss, bur this s umpeaiies
.15 Derer w0 use reasonable respormzz
rates, and think of the loss an the ==
iale 23 vour codt 10 add 3 new ot
o o ok Hay

Ters vour house list? Caziceers so—-
MoRly eam howse lst rescange Taes <7
} percent o 10 percent—samerimas
MOTE ZOm SeTiain subgroups. 2o °
§lace wou gwn wouor 11-:1.?5.: liss, g g
2518 are jower too. Repeat sales --

1euse It cugtamess will be vour mac=
roures of peafis

Jrder Processing
And Fuifiilment

LN oreer arsves enil the mormens & shi—s
§ OFCeT procesting and faff
BEST W COts 8 o as AT onder ==
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Your Sustomer tervics cost) low. Orne
Bo0d way is to show each product m
rour cataleg realistically, so customers
Wen't be disappainted. Another is to
P ang pagk tecurarsly.

won't go broke either while you leam
abaut your udience and merchandise
Aller you've fine-uned your speration,
you can gradeate to high volume pro-
duction and dramaticaily lower youg
prnting/meailing costs,

Building your Customer List

Mew catalogers arc always surprised
to lears that rental lists and sds ase 2o
expentive that they usually soak up all
the profit generated by the firg sale 1o
=ach customer. [n other words, your
first sale 1o 2 new customer will usually
generats 3 loss,

Tt's repeat sales where eatalagers
sum thelr profits, And chat pseans thae
the key to long-term cataleg profinabili-
oy 15 10 build 3 large house list of repear
CARSIRETE,

The fast, expensive way 1o build =
house list i3 to rear lists and ke out
ads. You can tap huge custamer uni-
verses, build a howss lis fast and spend
a lat of money doing iv.

The slower, more econamical way o
ouild a bouge list is w ose a variesy of
non-stancard list buiiding techniques.
These techniques deliver “free” names
that you generate via channels |ike pub-
iic relations, using other lists you may
already own, piggy baeking your
proggecting rmessage with other vehicles
hat you're already sending out (pack-
ages, nderls, warranty cards, labels,
general ads), using in-store gues boolks,
and 50 on. Exczpt for PR, these mostdy
apply o established firms, Bue PR can
work parneularly well for entrepreneurs,
Several major camlogers have built their
businesses primarily with PR.

Response Rates

You will not ger an B-percen
response rate from any rensed list, [
vou mail o well-consucted catalog o
a well-qualified response list (meaning
a lisz of proven mail order buvers who
nave Gought something similar to vour
product by mail) vou will get a 1-per-
cent response if you are formunate. If
¥ou manl 10 2 “compaled™ list (which
coniains people identified only by their
demegraphic characteristics), vou wiil
gec aven less,

A little arthmeric shows thar with
any reasonable set of costs, vou will
lose money on the first sale 10 cus-
womers gacthered via mailing lists, [
menhoned tis carlie;—voy pent lists in
order 1o build vour kouse list. not to
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B Answer 33 many questions as

possible in vour caralog. When cus-
temers call with questons, thay means
your cataiog isn't doing its fob, Kezp a
question log, and pack the answers in
woor next catalog.

This menth, I"ve covered the basics
af starting 4 mail order catalog. In a
srure issue, Past 11 of this article il
fook at the special svoergies that are
available to established businesges

siding 2 catziog

Suran Melnoere ls president of Welnnre
Divecr, a cataleg conswiting firm, She can
e rereneed o (07 N Havden Py Orive,

Porrlend OR 9737w
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SHIPPING Costs Too High?

They are if you're still using expensive, labor-niensive cartons, or worse et
catons with Joose A, 40 hap low-profile items, '

SEALED AR CAN BRING THEM
DownN IN A JFFy

Jiffy Matier® precucss from Sealed Air provide outstanding low-cost shieging
protection for & wide range of low-orofie tems. They generally cost less than
cartons, are lighter weight, help reducs postage cost, ke 1m s storame

520 and present vour customers with.

Sor TR T o and e samhe of the iy Ml " seadect o o

il e, OF SE VORI meenac) i

a neater, more eavironmentaily

friencly packzg=. Whatever your application, there'sa iffy
tnat's pertect for the job!

Matier” producs

Srea AirCarpoeadiom. 13- 33 250g Hiwy, 208, Taiz Lonwn, NJ 07310, 1o300-528- 2093 Bur. 20 P 3001120008

Sealed Air
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