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Catalogs find a new role
as ecommerce traffic drivers
by TIM PARRY, SENIOR CONTENT MANAGER

N

ot too long ago, the catalog seemed
to be on the endangered list. Circulations were on the decline, and
postage and paper prices were on the rise.
What’s more—as we saw during the
dot-com boom of the late 1990s—consumers were shifting their ordering preference to ecommerce. And with search engines, shopping sites, social media and The

Great Recession, frugal consumers were
becoming less loyal to their favorite catalog companies and had begun searching
for the least expensive online offers.
However, just as in the dot-com boom,
rumors of the death of catalogs were greatly exaggerated. Far from moribund, they
have evolved, survived, and become drivers of ecommerce traffic.
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For example, some B2C merchants that
had been mailing annual big-books did
away with that strategy, going instead with
smaller, more-frequent catalogs to save on
postage. Some B2Bs made print catalogs
an option for their clients, who can now
choose instead to have a digital version
mailed to them on a CD-ROM, or access a
digital version online.
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Catalogs are no longer just
direct-selling tools: They drive
web and store traffic, are a
channel between technologies
and, perhaps most important,
communicate and build brand.
And in both customer categories, catalog copy has been cut back and replaced
with calls-to-action to access more information—from product descriptions to
ratings and reviews—online.
Catalogs are no longer just direct-selling tools: They drive web and store traffic,
are a channel between technologies and,
perhaps most important, communicate
and build brand.
The use of drivers to a URL is only
the starting place for catalogs. The underlying reasons for a consumer to go
to the web must be compelling and diverse. Williams-Sonoma does a great job
by offering and calling out, throughout
its catalog, recipes, wine pairings, signups for free technique classes, gift cards,
catalog quick shop, ratings and reviews,
discounts, gifts with purchases, its Visa
credit card and more.
The focus on multimedia becomes all
the more important as catalog pages decline in number. Because the cost of mailing a full-size catalog has become prohibitive for many, catalogers must provide the
content their consumers need in different
locations. Encouraging consumers to use
other media effectively is the cataloger’s
responsibility, and doing so will lead to the
continued value of the catalog as a marketing tool—not its demise.

According to a study by FGI Research
commissioned by the American Catalog Mailers Association, 58% of the 817
consumer respondents said they look at
catalogs as soon as they are received, with
92% indicating they have made a purchase
from the catalogs. Two-thirds of the survey’s respondents also said that if catalogs
were to become too expensive for the catalog companies to mail unsolicited, they
would proactively request them.
While 2012 saw the continued rise of
social media platforms, their influence on
holiday shoppers paled in comparison to
the time-tested paper catalog. According
to Baynote’s 3rd Annual Holiday Online
Shopping Survey, conducted in partnership with the e-tailing group, print catalogs influenced twice as many consumers
as both Pinterest and Twitter for both instore and online purchases.
Print catalogs influenced 81.9% more
in-store purchases and 42.9% more online
purchases than Facebook. Social platforms
were most influential for consumers between the ages of 25 and 34, while print
catalogs were most influential among consumers 45 years and older.
This is how B2B and B2C catalogs have
evolved since the start of the decade, and
what changes lie ahead for catalog marketers in 2013 and beyond.
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J.C. Penney Breaks the Mold
You can’t talk about the changing catalog landscape without talking about
old-school merchant J.C. Penney, which
went from the annual big book in 2010,
to more-frequently distributed catalogs
based on prior purchasing habits, to an
all-for-one monthly “Look Book” in 2012.
They were square. They were 96-pages.
And they were more of a store driver than
an ecommerce driver.
The print version did not create a
strong call to action by which the consumer is told how to shop the catalog online. There are slight nods to the URL, but
the take-away is that this is a retail-traffic
driver—there are no item numbers or
references to the ability to shop the same
book online.
But in its new thinking, the company
may have neglected its most powerful pages: the front and back covers.
While J.C. Penney’s Look Books were
panned by critics, B2B industrial supplies
seller New Pig continued to have fun (and
get rave reviews).
New Pig is one of many B2B sellers with
an annual big book—its 2012 Pigalog was
600 pages. And while the top-three reasons for putting out a
B2B catalog (besides
selling product) are to
brand, to prospect or
to drive customers
to the web, for the
uThe Pigalog’s main
focus is to showcase its products,
but coming in at
a close second is
to use it as a tool
to get readers
talking. It’s hard
not to stay engaged when
reading the Pigalog, especially since the
front covers usually portray the company’s
mascot pig doing outrageous things.
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creative team at New Pig, the catalog is all
about customer engagement.
The Pigalog’s main focus is to showcase its products, but coming in at a close
second is to use the Pigalog as a tool to
get readers talking. It’s hard not to stay
engaged when reading the Pigalog, especially since the front covers usually
portray the company’s mascot pig doing
outrageous things. There have been cov-

of ordering from Snapfish, and includes
photo-uploading instructions.

USPS Barcode Programs
For the third year in a row, the U.S. Postal
Service is offering special promotions encouraging direct mailers to use mobile
technology, such as QR codes, on their
mail pieces; in return, mailers will receive

The top three reasons for putting
out a B2B catalog, besides selling
product, are to brand, to prospect
or to drive customers to the web.

2011. But have the codes really moved the
needle in terms of customer engagement?
In their rush to adopt the newest tactic,
marketers may be missing opportunities
to acquire new customers, create loyalty,
and offer something of value with their
QR code campaigns.
While merchants from pecan seller
Stahmanns to gizmos and gadgets merchant Brookstone used QR codes to
drive smartphone users to a video, others missed the mark. Franklin Covey
used QR codes to send customers to the
wrong page, Baudville used them to send
customers to a form that had to be filled
out (not a simple task on a smartphone),
and Harriet Carter used them to drive
customers to sites not optimized for the
small screen.

More Online Elements
ers with a pig was flying on an airplane,
riding a motorcycle or a dressed in a lab
coat testing spill absorbency.
Even ecommerce pureplays are getting
into mailing catalogs. Snapfish, a photo
processing and photo gift site, has been
mailing a holiday-themed catalog since
2010. And Snapfish does it smart—the
catalog is just 24 pages, so it goes in the
mail at a low cost. The catalog highlights
a few of its gift offerings and the benefits

a 2% discount on postage.
For the past two years, the USPS gave
catalogers a chance to get their feet wet
with 2-D barcodes. This year, the USPS is
kicking it up a notch. This year’s promotion involves click-to-call—meaning the
QR code, when scanned by a smartphone
user’s QR code reader, must initialize a
phone call.
In 2011, catalogers who wanted the
then-3% discount needed only to have a
QR code somewhere in the catalog to qualify. As a result, many merchants slapped the
2-D barcodes in the pages of their catalogs
or on the covers without any rhyme, reason
or explanation. So for 2012, the USPS added a requirement: The 2-D barcodes had to
direct to a working landing page. Best practices such as directional copy and mobile
optimization are also required.

QR Code Best Practices
Almost every marketer introduced a QR
code, or at least toyed with the idea, in
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Ratings and reviews are as important to
you as they are to your customers. Online,
you encourage customers to contribute
reviews and rate their experiences with
the products they purchased. You do this
because your customers’ words are authentic and their endorsements are more
influential than any headline your copywriter constructs.
You want that same experience to happen on the pages of your catalog, and can
get it by placing a rating and review near
the product you’re showcasing.
Perhaps you introduced a new product
online to excellent ratings and reviews
and now it’s time for its debut in the catalog. When you design the pages, include
the online ratings and reviews to reveal a
5-star product and provide evidence that
customers love the product. This technique works whether you’re introducing
a product or showcasing one you’ve been
selling for years.
The best headlines originate with your
customers own words, and L.L. Bean has
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done an exceptional job of utilizing the
strategy. Using quotation marks, including the gold 5-star treatment, identifying the city/state, and indicating that
there are more reviews online all suggest
confidence, reliability and authenticity.
L.L. Bean is consistent with its presentation, so readers immediately recognize a
headline that is in the customer’s voice.
And L.L. Bean does not overuse the
treatment. The strategy appears selective
and purposeful.

I See You … Naked?
For its Winter 2012 catalog, Moosejaw
Mountaineering released an app, called
X-Ray, for Androids and iPhones, for customers to use with the catalog. The app
uses augmented reality technology that
allows users to see a hidden layer of images in the pages of the catalog and in shop

Going Digital
The iPad and other tablet devices have
helped catalogs reach new digital heights.
With touchscreen and swiping ability, highdefinition screens and routing to ecommerce sites, the tablet-user experience makes
tablets an ideal place for digital catalogs.
Despite the fact that 19 billion catalogs
are printed and mailed in the United States
each year, a survey released in April 2012
contradicts the ACMA-FGI Research poll
mentioned at the beginning of this article.
According to CatalogSpree, American
consumers would prefer to receive their
catalogs digitally—89.8% of respondents
indicated that they would opt out of receiving some or all of their paper catalogs
in the mail if they were available digitally.
For holiday 2011, Fairytale Brownies
went live with its first catalog app on Catalog Spree, Coffee Table, Google Catalogs
and Catalogue by The Find. The upside

of its print catalog on tablets. One of the
problems it encountered, however, was
that the print was too small to read—although all the catalog apps of which it is
a part use some sort of magnification feature to deal with this.
Bare Necessities is using digital catalogs as a way to launch new titles without
adding a print channel. In the first half of
2012, the lingerie and accessories seller
added three digital-only catalogs for specific use on an iPad.
And in launching the digital titles, Bare
Necessities also cut its print circulation in
half—from 2 million to 1 million—in 2012.

Postal Rates Peaking?
The U.S. Postal Service raised rates for
standard mail flats for 2013 by 2.57%. At
the end of the last calendar year, the Postal
Regulatory Commission recommended

The best headlines originate
with your customers own
words, and L.L. Bean has
done an exceptional job of
utilizing the strategy.
signage, as well as with the digital version
of the catalog on their laptops or iPads.
What did the user see? It was called XRay for a reason. As the user scanned the
catalog pages, the models in digital form
lost a layer of clothes. So the app not only
showed what augmented reality could do,
but also extended the sales reach by showing off the company’s underwear line.

to these apps is that you’re more likely
to be seen by prospects, so the focus is
on new customer acquisition. But there’s
also a downside: You’re shown right
alongside your competition, so there is a
concern about promoting these apps in
your own catalog.
Just to jump in the game, Fairytale
Brownies implemented an exact replica
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another rate hike for the near future—
since, by its calculation, the struggling
Postal Service lost 8.2 cents on every catalog it mailed.
But catalog mailers may have gotten
a break in January when the USPS announced it was going to stop Saturday
mail delivery. While this isn’t going to wipe
away the USPS’s financial woes, it is going
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to save the agency $2 billion annually.
Starting in August, mail will no longer be delivered on Saturdays (although
packages will be delivered). And this is
something catalog mailers say they are
fine with, since Monday is the normal target in-home date. Even if a catalog with a
Monday target in-home date is delivered
early, on a Saturday, that’s only about 3%
of the mail stream.
On the other hand, the change could
mean that more catalogs are delivered on
Mondays, meaning more mailbox competition. In consequence, mailers may try to shift
their drops to get into homes on Tuesdays.

As for co-mailing, that, too, is still up
in the air. Catalog mailers will need to
take a wait-and-see approach and also
work with their printers to explore additional co-mailing opportunities.

Integrate Web and Print
B2B sellers are employing cross-channel
tactics to maximize synergies and their
joint marketing-investment returns. For
example, while it may seem counterintuitive to mail a catalog to a web-only buyer,
doing so generally boosts the conversion
or second-order rate, as well as the life-

time value. The results nearly always justify the mailing costs, which is why savvy
marketers continue to mail an online
buyer until the customer asks not to be
mailed—and that seldom happens.
If you produce videos of your informational content, you should promote
them in your catalog. Create your own
YouTube channel and make it a reference library for your customers and
prospects. Videos will improve your
communications, better leverage your
catalog, and showcase your industry
expertise to differentiate you from the
competition. n

With touchscreen and swiping
ability, high definition screens and
routing to ecommerce sites, the
tablet user experience makes it
an ideal place for digital catalogs.
The following Multichannel Merchant articles by staff and industry experts were sourced for this
executive research summary. Please click on the article titles to learn more:
• ACMA Survey Says Print Catalogs Still Important to Consumers

• How to Optimize B-to-B Online Marketing Strategies

• Are QR Codes on Catalogs Cutting It?

• MCM Outlook 2012-13 Report: Catalogs

• Backword: Engaging with Joaquin Ruiz

• Moosejaw Mountaineering Models Get Nearly Naked

• Bare Necessities Launches Another Digital Catalog

• New Pig Turns Its Snout at Traditional B-to-b Catalogs

• Bare Necessities Launches Two Digital Catalogs

• Planning a Tablet Commerce Strategy

• Catalog Critique: A Look at the February 2012 J.C. Penney Look Book

• PRC Approves Sequel to USPS’s QR Code Promo

• Catalog Critique: Making the Most of QR Codes

• Rates for Standard Mail Flats Might Go Up Even Higher in 2013

• Catalog Mailers Fine with 5-day Delivery

• Snapfish Catalog Drives Web Sales and Traffic

• Catalogs Are Morphing into “Megalogs”

• Survey Says 89.8% of Shoppers Prefer Digital Catalogs

• Catalogs Influenced Holiday Shopping Behavior More than Social Media

• USPS Gears Up for 2013 Mailing Promotions

• How to Incorporate Ratings and Reviews in your Catalog
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