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Easy auction:
Gift certificates

Steps to success
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Montana’s Billings Gazette is a
pioneer in gift-certificate auctions,

and recently won !
P - for its

. The auction

’

Hot Buys

ran last summer on
event-auction platform as an offshoot of ( ) ‘s three-year gift-certificate
success.

Called "1 **,” the promotion allowed advertisers to pay half
their outstanding advertising bill in merchandise, to later be sold at auction.
In the past, the () had taken the merchandise and held reader
contests, giving the merchandise away with a big event.

“Sometimes they won prizes they didn’t necessarily want,” said  #

$H , C) ‘s ad director. "Maybe a man won a woman'’s watch, or
someone who didn’t own a pet won a year’s supply of pet food.” Last
summer the paper decided on an online auction to better put the
merchandise in the hands of those who were more likely to be repeat
customers. “Or, someone who bought a couch at auction might then buy the
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loveseat to match it,” said Worstell.

Readers were invited to the print publication where they found Cool Cash
“dollars” in the classified section of the paper. They snipped out the coupons
to pay up to half of the price of their winning bids. Merchandise sales were
then converted into advertising credits, good for one month only. Ad reps
were trained to upsell these credits into larger ads and more continuous
advertising commitments. The result was a 30 percent revenue gain, and a
half-percent gain in single-copy sales.

“When I got to the paper three years ago, the () folks had been doing
auctions,” Worstell said. “It was a lot of hard work by the () staff,
putting together merchandise lists, taking photos and putting the items on
the auction.”

Worstell said that that a low percentage of items actually sold in those earlier
auctions, because retailers were auctioning off clearance items, overstock
and inventory that the public wasn’t interested in buying in the first place.
“The public is smart,” said Worstell. “If that couch is ugly, they’re just not
going to buy it.”

) ad managers discovered that advertisers who auctioned off gift
certificates sold every one of them, and for up to 90 percent of value. The
next year Worstell’s staff talked to retailers about how they could use the
sold gift certificate to upsell to the high bidder. "When that high bidder brings
in a $100 gift certificate, you sell him or her a $500 item for $400,” was the
approach.

The gift-certificate auction, called ( , was a big success: It brought
about 10 new () advertisers, a total of 50 business participants with
more than 350 gift certificates auctioned, well over 100,000 page views
during its two-week run, and about 600 registered bidders. In 2004, the gift-
certificate auction increased Billings’ event-auction revenue by 25 percent
over the prior year. In 2005, it again went up another 39 percent. The event,
held in October, kicks off the local retailers’ holiday season.

Twenty-one newspapers -- including # (N.Y.) ) ,

* in Wilmington Del., + * in Central Pennsylvania,
the + (Minn.) + + , C ) in Mason City, Iowa,
several CanWest papers in Canada, and + in Christ Church, New

Zealand -- ran holiday gift-certificate auctions between October and
December of last year, bringing in more than $2.1 million. The papers paid
CityXpress a minimal up-front fee and commission on each gift-certificate
auction transaction.

Overall, almost 10,000 gift certificates of 3,352 local businesses were sold at
these holiday auctions, 1,252 (37 percent) of which were new advertisers.
Billings was top performer with $157,000 revenue and 118 new vendors.

+ * earned more than $114,000, and the * " introduced
152 new advertisers (two thirds of its auction vendors) to its products.

(Another vendor, (__, with offices in Virginia and Ontario,
provides three event-auction products specific to newspapers, radio stations
and fund raising groups.)

The one drawback to any publisher auction is that it's not a spur-of-the-
moment promotion. ) * + , VP of sales and marketing at CityXpress
recommended a three-month lead, and Worstell concurred. “If they haven't
done an auction before I would start with the gift certificates,” Worstell said.
“The auction will be much more successful, the traffic to the site will make
the bidding more active, and ultimately the customer will benefit more.”

Togyi also said that gift certificates are easier to accomplish than continuous




or event auctions. “There is no catalog to put together, and the cost of entry
is low,” he said.

Metroland’s Mississauga News in Ontario, Canada, has been conducting

CltyXpress auctions for several years now. VP of bizdev * ., ) and
% - - , former group sales manager, joined Togyi in an auction
presentation for the & & = - (SNA) Publishers

and Ad Directors Conference this past September. Mississauga’s auction tips:

1. Start your ad sales campaign with potential advertisers whose
primary objection is budget constraint. Auctions require no upfront
cost to advertisers -- they pay only for what sells, and earn
advertising credits.

2. New ad-sales reps should be encouraged to sell auctions. It's easy to
sell and gives them a morale and commission boost. Auctions are
good for retention.

3. Auction advertisers are more inclined to run in special sections --
they’ve proven to be the advertisers more willing to take risks.

4. Auction buyers are most often female.

5. You can convert credit-arrears advertisers to current status by
auctioning their items.

6. While there is no time limit placed on use of advertising credit we
encourage them to use it within 3-4 months.

7. It's a good idea to publish an auction-items list twice a week in print.
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We're always looking for new, improved revenue- generating ideas. Doing
anything innovative to bring new advertisers online or to improve the bottom
line? We'd love to hear from you. You might be our next Classified
Intelligence Case Study!
E-mail: info@classifiedintelligence.com
Phone: (407) 788-2780
Web site: http://www.classifiedintelligence.com




