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HOW NEWSAGENTS DEFY THE RETAIL 

DOWNTURN 
A benchmark study of 85 newsagencies has revealed November 2008 to be a tough month. 

The most significant hit was felt in the greeting card department with unit sales down, on 

average, 9%.  Magazine unit sales were down, on average, 6% and newspapers down 2%.  

Stationery revenue was down 9%. 

In the same study, sales of gifts, in newsagencies with a regular gift department, sales are up 

by more than 20%.  Diaries are up by 10% and ink up by 9%. 

Of the 85 newsagencies studied in detail, we reviewed sales data for the previous six months 

for half.  In each case we found that November showed an out of sequence decline in sales 

trends.  We feel this indicates an overall slowing of retail sales in the newsagency channel. 

While we could write for pages about the doom and gloom in the numbers, we will instead 

concentrate on the good news our comprehensive analysis of the data and subsequent 

research has revealed.   

We have found newsagents enjoying considerable stand-out success which could be 

replicated elsewhere. 

There is no doubt that we are in the middle of tough trading conditions.  We can either ride 

these tough conditions out, as they say, or, take an actively pursue for ourselves a more 

stable, and enjoyable, route through.   

We have found that newsagents who take a more control over their business navigate to 

greater success than those who do nothing.  In the city and the country, in high streets and 

shopping centres, there are newsagents who are doing well while neighbours are doing badly. 

There are three stand out departments in which sales are growing strongly in all but a few of 

the newsagents carrying them in our data set: 

• Calendars.  By calendars we mean calendars chosen by the newsagents and not those 

sent by magazine distributors.  Some newsagencies are reporting unit sales growth for 

November of 15%.  If you do well with special interest magazines, you appear to be 

more likely to do well with a similarly broad range of calendars – as long as they are 

displayed well in a prominent location and are regularly refreshed. 

• Diaries.  We are seeing diary unit sales up by 25% in some newsagencies.  This is 

usually where the store has had a commitment to the category going back over 

several years.  Our research indicates that the key with diaries is to sell known brands, 

carry a good range, don’t gouge on price and ensure your team has good product 

knowledge. 

• Gifts.  While this is the stand out department, it exists in few newsagencies.  Our data 

set includes three newsagencies achieving gift sales in excess of $10,000 in November.  

In one case they achieved more than $30,000 in sales – this is what you would think is 

a traditional newsagency.  In each newsagency selling more than $2,000 in gifts, sales 

were up more than 25% on the year before.  That said, gifts are a challenge to carry in 

a newsagency because they require the right space, capital investment and 

management commitment. 

Newsagents often see themselves as being in gifts for the seasons such as Mother’s 

Day, Valentine’s Day and the like.  The newsagents we have seen who are successful in 

gifts have a full-on department  
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In terms of the core departments which are challenged in the November results, we have 

found reasons some may be having more success than others: 

• Cards.  Driving your core card supplier.  From what we can see, the newsagencies 

having greater success with cards have an excellent and close relationship with their 

card company account manager.  They put pressure on regarding pocket turn, 

overloading, getting out early with seasons and moving lifestyle cards around.   

Key to success appears to be a fresh looking card department.  But it is not all one 

way.  Several newsagents we spoke with who are having great success with cards say 

they invest as much time as they do in magazines. 

The card department in most newsagencies rarely changes through the year except for 

major seasons.  Customers can think they know what is there and therefore not 

consider shopping. This is why change is crucial to  

• Magazines.  Newsagents doing best with magazines share several common 

characteristics: they take pride in the department; they work their display hard, 

ensuring a professional and easy to navigate display; they reward loyal customers; 

and, they promote magazines outside the department. 

Women’s Weeklies titles have been hit hard in November, leading the sales decline in 

most newsagencies for which we have data.  In the newsagencies showing magazine 

sales growth, this is coming from Special Interest, Children’s and Partworks.   

• Newspapers.  We can see no pattern why some newsagents enjoy success with 

newspapers and others are not.  Some stores which have experienced falls in cards 

and magazines have delivered growth in newspapers while others which show growth 

in cards and magazines have experienced a decline in newspapers. 

While retail is tough, there is an opportunity to bring about change in the business.  This could 

include: 

1. Changing layout of existing departments. 

2. Refreshing supplier relationships.  Starting with a review of performance and 

discussing changes which could make the department more successful for the supplier 

and your business.  The Card department is a good starting point for this. 

3. Introducing new departments such as gifts.  If you are not sure where to start, plan to 

attend one or more of the gift fairs this year.  Gifts are personal – you need to buy for 

your customers. 

4. Focus on departments which show off your point of difference.  Calendars and 

diaries rely on great customer service, excellent product knowledge and smart 

ranging.  It is around these areas that a local newsagency can beat the major retailers. 

5. Managing the business.  Too often newsagents expect others to drive their business.  

In today’s world, we have to take control for ourselves and where suppliers present 

barriers to us exerting control we need to crash through for our own good. 

About the data set 

We removed data from our pool of more than 100 newsagencies if they moved shop or 

undertook a complete shop fit in the period.  It was important we compare like for like. The 

resulting data set of 85 newsagencies is one we can vouch for. 
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