NEWSPAPER IS BAD.
NEWSPAPER IS GOOD.

By Leo Levinson

According to furniture industry statistics, furniture retailers place about 37% of their budget in newspaper advertising.

According to newspaper industry organization, Newspaper Association of America, overall newspaper circulation has fallen 2.1 percent in the last six months while average Sunday circulation has fallen 3.1 percent.  They are pleased because it was not as steep as the fall of 2.8 percent reported for the prior six-month period ended in October, or the six months ended prior to that in March 2006, when the decline was 2.5 percent.  
I get a kick out of these statistics for two reasons.  Firstly, if you measure in periods of six months instead of a year bad news, like this circulation freefall, only sounds half as bad.  The second reason is the credibility of the numbers since major newspapers like the "Dallas Morning News," "Newsday," and the "Chicago Sun-Times" have been censured for misstating their circulation figures in the past - so who knows?  These statistics sound even more surreal because although 2.1 percent doesn't sound like much, if you look at the last ten to fifteen years, two percent here and there adds up to some serious numbers in lost circulation.
But here's what this means to you.  Perform this simple analysis.  Take the top 20 zip codes, towns, or counties where your greatest number, or largest dollar volume, of sales come from.  Then, ask your local newspaper to provide its circulation figures (not readership) for those zip codes, towns, or counties.  Divide the circulation by the total households in those areas and you'll get the household penetration for each area or for your total top 20 area.  

In most cases, especially if most of your business comes from the suburbs, you'll find that newspapers are reaching only about 20-35 percent of the households (and shrinking every year) and even less if you are interested in reaching the under 50 year old customer.  Stated another way, newspapers are missing 6-8 out of every 10 households!
If we as an industry place about a third of our budget in a medium that reaches a fraction of our market, we are the proverbial "tree falling in the forest when no one's around."  Do we make a sound?  Is our advertising message heard?  And who is hearing it?

Now you may decide that it still is good business to invest your advertising budget in a medium that only reaches about twenty-five percent of the market, and the older segment at that, but other media also reach those people and many others; and much more efficiently.  

Contrasted to its falling circulation, newspapers have a near perfect track record of raising rates each year.  Unlike media like TV and radio that raise rates based on ratings and supply and demand, newspapers raise rates because they have to make up for decreasing business.  Compare the cost per thousand for your newspaper advertising relative to other media like TV, radio, outdoor, etc. and you'll discover that you are paying more and more for a medium that is delivering less and less.

Yet, there is hope for the newspaper industry, but not in its traditional paper form.  If local newspapers can think of themselves as content providers and not as paper printers, they can become quite successful if they transform themselves into an online source of news and information.  Unless the newspaper has decimated its reporting staff in cost-cutting measures, it is still one of the best gatherers and sources of news.  People of all ages still want news and information, but they want it in a different format.  As content providers, newspapers carry a great deal of respect, but dwindling numbers of people want that information on the printed page.
Already the online newspaper "circulation" numbers are looking quite good.  In the same gloomy article about the paper circulation declines, the newspaper industry also reports that recently released data from Nielsen//NetRatings shows a 5.3 percent increase in the number of people who visited newspaper Web sites in the first quarter of 2007.  Although the actual numbers of people are still relatively small, this statistic is indicative of a significant paradigm shift in the making.  
As furniture retailers, we need to reinvent our advertising budgets and media strategies away from the outmoded methods of the past in order to more efficiently reach more customers.  Successful media plans in the future will include more advertising in newspaper, but one that is delivered online.
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