Chapter 5: Environmental intelligence
National Photos

Thankfully, most air travellers in Australia nowadays never need to use the “sick bag” on aircraft, placed there for their convenience in case of airsickness. However, most travellers would have noticed the bag, and the advertising on it for National Photos. National Photos has been processing photographs through mail order in Australia for 21 years. It promotes its service through print advertising and also through a unique promotional arrangement with Qantas and Ansett Airlines. The promotion utilises airsickness bags to double as film processing bags on domestic flights. Through this mechanism, National Photos has captured between 3 and 4 per cent of the Australian photographic processing market (Business Review Weekly, Nov, 1998). Customers mail their films for processing and National Photos mail back the pictures three or four days later. 

National Photos first began to explore the Internet in 1994, and the firm set up its web site at around that time (www.nationalphotos.com).  At that time the web site simply provided basic information about the company. The URL was also promoted on the airsickness bags used by customers to mail films for processing. 

National Photos believed however, that it was not enough to merely put a ‘company brochure’ on the Internet. In order to derive maximum benefits, the firm was of the opinion that it had to use the web site as a more effective marketing tool. Management believed that the growth in the digital camera and home scanner market was the stimulus that should drive their initiative to provide a digital photographic service. In 1996, the site started offering a service to put pictures on floppy disks, at $5.95 for 24 pictures, plus a processing charge. In September of the same year, it started to print pictures to CD-ROM for $7.95. An example of an online order form is shown in Exhibit 2. The site also offers online photographic advice. “For example,” says Bruce Hawke, one of the online “experts” at National Photos, “most people can understand why they get “red eye” — we can tell them what to do about it and how to avoid it. Others can't understand that their beautiful children don’t look quite as pretty in photographs when they take the snaps — we tell them a bit about how to get kids to pose, smile and so forth.”

The floppy disk picture service proved so successful that some six months later, National Photos launched an initiative that allows customers to download pictures to the web site and to use various free services to e-mail the pictures, with messages, to friends and relatives. Managing Director Robert Tolmie said, "It was designed to build customer traffic. We knew that before we could move into electronic commerce we had to build traffic on the web site. By the end of 1999 the site was attracting over 200 000 hits weekly, and this number was steadily rising.”

Today, 13 per cent of the one million rolls of film that National Photos processes each year are put on to floppy disks. About 40 per cent of those electronic images are downloaded to customers' computer rather than being mailed out. The company has moved further into electronic commerce, selling film, albums, picture frames and software (Business Review Weekly, Nov 1998). In the beginning of 1999, National Photos began selling t-shirts, mouse pads and coffee mugs with customers' pictures on them off its web site.

The firm’s latest move has been to supply products normally found on the shelves of computer resellers. The company has gone into partnership with computer consumables distributor Daisytek to carry a range of ink-jet printer cartridges and photographic-quality printer paper. According to The Australian (4 August 1998), managing director Rob Tolmie says this distribution relationship is a natural extension of the trends emerging this decade.

Tolmie does not believe in standing still. “Digital technology is probably the biggest threat the photographic industry has ever faced. We are essentially a chemical and paper business, and digital can kill chemicals and paper”, he says. “On the other hand it could just be the biggest opportunity for us if we keep alert to it, and attempt to exploit it. We have to be proactive — if we are reactive we’ll be dead. I have briefed my management team that we are to brainstorm the future of this industry, this market and this firm. The Internet could be the biggest distribution issue we have ever faced. But it could also be the digital nail in our coffin.”

Questions

1. Design a target market for National Photo’s based on segmentation variables (Geographic, Demographic, Psychographic and Behavioural variables).

2. Visit some of the web sites suggested in the text and use them to find either geodemographic, psychographic or technographic information on the target market (choose one of the three).

3. Visit the Faith Popcorn web site (www.faithpopcorn.com/trends/trends.htm) and identify the trends you think are relevant to National Photos.
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