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Where Have All The Inquiries Gone?
A Background Briefing Paper

The state of lead generation has changed.  Across almost all industries
and companies, advertising and public relations items are drawing fewer
leads than ever before.

What's happening here?  Are people no longer interested in these
products?  Are they no longer reading magazines?  Or are they finding
information in different ways?

The answer lies in the last option, but to understand this trend, let's
examine more closely some statistics that illustrate the problem.

In industrial trade publications, sales leads are tallied by "bingo" numbers,
the small numbers contained at the bottom of each ad and PR article.  If
the reader wants literature on the product described, they return a
business reply card to the publisher with the appropriate bingo numbers
noted.  That information is forwarded on to the manufacturer, which then
forwards literature or has a salesperson contact the inquirer.

This process has been refined and honed for decades.  Advertisers and
magazines can practically predict in advance how many inquiries an ad or
PR item will draw, depending on its size and position in the publication.

Those predictions, indeed almost all our past models and cost ratios, are
now being discarded as no longer applicable.  Perhaps most dramatic is
the experience we had at our agency last year with one of our clients.  This
company, who has long been active in the advertising and editorial pages
of its trade press, competes in the electronics industry, a segment of the
market characterized by the constant flow of new products.  New
announcements and the leads they generate are the primary sales driver
for its business.

This past year, this PR program had an outstanding string of
accomplishments, generating more than 125 pages of coverage (a
straight measurement of column inches), more than triple the year before.
However, when the lead tallies were in, our PR inquiries DECREASED by
25%!  Triple the coverage, but fewer leads, clearly not what we expected.

On further examination of PR inquiries from this company for the past
several years, we began to see a pattern of steady decline.  Today, PR
inquiries are drawing less than half the total produced in 1992, and it's
taking far more coverage to produce even these smaller numbers.  The
same dynamic holds true for its advertising program.
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This experience can be seen at other companies as well, regardless of whether
we're examining lead response from advertising, PR or card decks.  The
numbers we used to expect are no longer there.

Consider card decks, the pack of business reply post cards mailed to qualified
buyers by trade magazines.  If the recipient is interested in the product, he just
notes his name and address on the postage paid card and drops it in the mail.
These cards have long been known as high-inquiry producers, and many
marketers swear by them.

One company that favors card decks reports to us that sometime in the
middle of 1995, their leads from card decks, which they've used for years,
"shut off like a light switch."  While they used to routinely draw 140-150 leads
each time they used a card deck, today those same decks to the same
audience with the same message draw just 40-50 responses.

Is all this limited to just these few companies?  Or is this an industry-wide
trend?  It appears to be widespread, affecting some of the largest trade
publishers in the industry.

Chilton Publishing in Pennsylvania has had a team studying this dynamic for
several years now.  They've investigated whether the problem is with their
response mechanisms, with shipping methods, with the post office, and a
variety of other theories.  To illustrate the problem with one of their
publications, this new product tabloid drew 900,000 product inquiries in
1985.  Last year, that number was just 450,000, even though the size of the
magazine was far larger.

Chilton commissioned a major study in 1996 to examine the issue and found
that two out of three advertisers are in fact receiving more direct responses to
their ads, via phone, fax or e-mail.  At the same time, these same advertisers
said their responses from traditional "bingo" cards for publicity and advertising
is either remaining the same (36%) or decreasing (15%).

Buyers themselves reported that today they're more likely to respond to a
company directly:

88% report they use 800/toll free numbers more frequently today
60% report they call a regular number more frequently
44% are more likely to fax
30% are more likely to today to contact a manufacturer via its home

page or e-mail
Only 6% said they're more likely to use the mail today than in the past.
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At Cleveland's own Penton Publishing, another industrial publication is
seeing the same pattern.  In 1994, the average ad in this "book" drew 70
responses.  In 1995, that number was 58.5.  1996 numbers aren't completed
yet, but by mid-year the number had dipped to just 40 responses per ad.

Another new-product book published by Hearst in New York City has also
seen its lead count slip 25% between 1993 and 1996.  However, this
publisher reports that the decline seems to have flattened some six months
ago.  Perhaps, he surmises, we've seen the end of the slippery slope.

What's the explanation?  The bingo process for delivering product information
is typically measured in weeks, no longer applicable in an 800
number/fax/overnight delivery society that measures responsiveness in
hours, not weeks.  The World Wide Web has even quickened that cycle, with
potential buyers now able to get answers to their questions in minutes.  It's
faster to go get the information themselves, they reason, rather than find
someone to ask and wait for a reply.

Companies of course have responded to this by encouraging customers and
prospects to visit their web sites, to call fax-on-demand lines for spec sheets
or to call toll free numbers for quick answers.  The mail is no longer adequate
with today's downsized, fast-moving, short time-to-market society.  We are
all scrambling to get information now, in time for tomorrow's meeting.  The
idea of responding to bingo numbers and waiting for mailed literature, in the
context of other methods of getting information, seems horribly antiquated.

Indeed, we have seen marked increases at our clients among toll-free calls
and web/e-mail product inquiries.   Companies are beginning to track and
tabulate these inquiry sources as aggressively as traditional sources, since
they represent the new roadmap for customer response.  Everyone clearly
realizes this is a young form of response.  Even in the Chilton study, most
manufacturers said their leads from bingo numbers today are still superior in
both quantity and quality to electronic leads.

Advertising and product publicity today can increasingly be measured only
for brand-building effects as opposed to the older method of lead counts and
cost/leads.  They must serve as vehicles for promoting 800 numbers and web
addresses as our customers search for fast ways to get information
immediately, on their own terms.


