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Transactis transform Shop Direct Group 
catalogues to a digital customer service tool for contact centres

Shop Direct Group (SDG) is the UK’s 
leading online and home shopping 
retailer, with a customer base 
of over 5 million and sales of up 
to £1.6 billion.  Headquartered in 
Speke, South Liverpool, the Group’s 
nine brands include: Littlewoods, 
Additions Direct, Empire Stores, 
Choice, Great Universal, Kays, 
Littlewoods Direct, Littlewoods 
Ireland and Marshall Ward.

SDG is renowned for its commitment to customer care 
and since 2005 has implemented a dedicated initiative 
called Customer 1st to ensure that customer service 
remains at the heart of the enterprise.  With a business 
model based on distance selling, it is vital to deliver 
customer service to a high standard when a customer 
does get in contact.  Contact centres are therefore 
important links with the customer and in 2008, as part of 
continuous improvement, SDG looked at ways to further 
improve the service provided through this channel.  

The Challenge

As an industry leader, it is important that SDG continues 
to present the right merchandise at the right price.  To 
support the growing number of products on offer, SDG 
publishes different types of catalogue a year across all its 
brands to inform consumers of the variety products and 
services on offer.  The publications are classified as main 
book, mid-season book, leaflets and brochures.

With an impressive one in three households in the UK 
owning one or more of SDG’s catalogues (Autumn/Winter 
and Spring/Summer issues), contact centres needed to 
have numerous copies of the catalogues across all the 
company’s brands.  Contact centre agents require access 
to all printed materials to answer enquiries effectively, 

reinforce brand reputation and up-sell or cross-sell 
products.

Briony Cole, Process Improvement Project Manager at 
SDG, explains, “Our seven contact centres would need to 
receive the hard copies of publications following the print 
run.  However, with hard copies, they can go missing, 
pages become defaced after regular and long-term use, 
pages may begin to drop out and it is costly to house the 
numerous publications in each contact centre.”

SDG runs seven contact centres based in Sunderland, 
Preston, Worcester, Bolton, Burnley, Newtown and 
Crosby, as well as a small group of home-workers.  
Ensuring printed catalogues are housed at these sites 
(across the nine brands and in all their different forms), 
creates an added logistical burden, whilst also posing a 
storage problem for home-workers.

Importantly, the use of printed catalogues to 
answer customer queries meant that contact centre 
representatives had to physically find a copy of the 
relevant publication from a central storage point, bring it 
back to their desks and manually sift through it to locate 
the right product.  “We estimated that it was taking our 
advisors approximately 50 seconds just to access the 
correct product in the relevant publication,” adds Cole.

The Solution

To resolve these challenges the idea of producing 
searchable digital catalogues was developed.  Cole 
comments, “In September 2008 we were ready to start 
developing the virtual books and selected Transactis 
because they provided us with a solution that gave us 
the look and feel that we wanted.  They also manage the 
production of our hard copy catalogues and digital assets 
which meant that we were able to deliver a pilot in only 
two months – an impressively fast turnaround.”
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Transactis works closely with SDG’s marketing and 
publishing team to put together the catalogues for 
publication throughout the year.  In order to do so, 
the marketing solution provider has a dedicated print 
management and creative team who utilise the latest 
technology for online proofi ng, digital asset management 
and production print. 

Cole explains, “Once the catalogue is signed off to be 
printed in hard copy, it is at this point that the digital fi le is 
produced by Transactis which will eventually become the 
virtual book.  Programming the fi le to allow photographs 
to be magnifi ed, pages to be fl ickable and text searchable 
is all carried out by the team at Transactis.  The digital 
catalogue is then checked by us and it is made available 
to all the contact centre advisors across SDG’s intranet.”

The virtual book is identical to the printed version in every 
way and was launched internally as ‘Virtual Books’ in 
January 2009.

the result

Since using Virtual Books, SDG has seen a numerous 
benefi ts in contact centre service provision.  The 
greatest impact has been on the ease of providing 
relevant information to the customer.  Customer service 
representatives are now able to access the relevant 
page in real-time without having to leave the customer on 
hold or schedule a call back in order to fi nd a hard copy 
publication. 

Moreover, the Virtual Book provides additional benefi ts 
which were not available with the print editions.  These 
include:
• Simple navigation, bookmarks and the ability to 

search for products based on brand, product name, 
catalogue code or page numbers leading to faster call 
handling times 

• Notes can be added to pages within the Virtual 
Book to allow for information useful to the advisor to 
be displayed alongside the product (previously the 
adviser would have to check against a hard copy list) 

• The zoom facility on the images means that advisors 
can better describe the image to customers from their 
digital copy.  Advisors can display detailed product 
knowledge such as what a motif says on a t-shirt, 
whether a top has diamante, what the neckline is like, 
whether the dress is trimmed with lace.

The ability to up-sell or cross-sell products is also 
achieved at the click of a mouse.  Whereas previously 
the advisor would have spent time fi nding and riffl ing 
through a publication to answer a query, the time saved 
can now be spent on providing additional information and 
promoting different products that could be of interest.  
For example, an advisor can access stock availability 
(through a separate internal system) at the same time as 
looking at a product in the Virtual Book; if it is out of stock 
they can quickly fi nd other similar products using the 
search function and potentially saving the sale.

The benefi ts to customer service operations has resulted 
in enthusiastic feedback from contact centre agents.  
Cole reports, “For us, Virtual Books is about being able to 
see a publication that a customer gets and be confi dent 
that what you’re seeing is exactly what the customer is 
seeing.  The positive response from our staff across the 
contact centres has been fantastic.  Many feel that it is 
a positive evolvement as far as their work is concerned.  
Some have even said how relaxing it was to fl ick through 
the pages as you can turn the pages over interactively! 

“The Virtual Book was designed to be easy to use.  The 
training time we put aside for each agent was 30 minutes. 
We have found however that on average, agents have 
understood how to use the Virtual Book within 10 minutes 
so it is a very intuitive tool.”
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How to navigate around a book

Your selected Virtual Book always opens on the front cover. You then have number of ways of fi nding a page or searching for a 

particular item.

Type a catalogue number into the ‘Cat No. Search’ fi eld to search the entire book

To manually turn a page, hover your 

mouse over the corner of each page and 

click

Click anywhere within the page to open 

it and enable you to zoom in and move 

around. (See next page for details)

Type an item description eg. Satin dress, into the ‘Search’ fi eld to search the entire book

Click the ‘Bookmarks’ arrow to open sections within a book eg. Women then, click the relevant bookmark

    arrow to open sub categories within the section

To go directly to a particular page, type 

the page number into the fi eld provided 

a press the Return key on your keyboard

Click once to go back one page

Click once to go back to the fi rst page

Click once to go to the last page

Click once to go forward one page
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Clicking the ‘Favorites’ allows you to store your favorite bookmarks

Clicking the ‘Data Issues Form’ allows you to report any operational issues

Click the ‘Help’ takes you to the online help maual

Clicking ‘Home’ takes you back to the home page containing the list of brands 
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An additional benefi t of producing Virtual Books is the 
signifi cant reduction in environmental impact achieved 
through the paper savings.  Previously, ten thousand 
copies a year of the main books (over 1000 pages) would 
be sent to the seven contact centres, as well as copies 
of all the leafl ets (varying from 6-120 pages in length).  
“Good business practice dictates that we keep 10 per 
cent of this stock in contact centres for contingency 
purposes, nevertheless, there is a considerable paper 
saving now being made annually,” adds Cole. 

Print, postage and storage of these publications is also 
saved by the business.  The cost of these savings is 
estimated to be £220,000 over the next year. 

“The ease of electronic storage means that we are able to 
keep an archive of catalogues.  We aim to have a rolling 
library of up to four years of publications to ensure that 
we cover all the queries that customers should have from 
previous items purchased. This archive facility once again 
has important customer service element to it.” 

Cole concludes, “Working with Transactis on Virtual 
Books has meant that we were able to deliver this project 
on time.  They really do listen to what the customer 
wants, have a positive attitude which helps to continually 
push progress forward, yet can provide solutions that 
are creative in design and scope.  Whilst it is early to 
measure customer feedback, the positive response from 
our contact centre staff is encouraging.  Subsequently, 
the business is looking at ways to continue to develop 
Virtual Books for customer service delivery.”

The fl exibility of the solution created by Transactis means 
that there are a number of further applications for digital 
catalogues, including:- 

• Creation of customer facing personalised 
publications.  A smaller digital catalogue (known as 
part-catalogues) could be produced to present the 
products/services the retailer knows the customer 
is interested in.  Not only does this produce a more 
targeted communication but also allows browsing 
of the catalogue to be more intelligent.  Links can 
be embedded to lead the customer or prospect to a 
transactional website, moving images can be made 
available in the digital version and links to compatible 
products can be created to encourage cross-sell e.g. 
by viewing and considering a purchase for a digital 
camera, this product entry could link to a camera 
case, lenses or tripod. 

• Preview catalogues for a particular line can be 
created easily through the use of digital publications.  
Its online nature means that for the marketer, the 
ability to track which products were viewed most will 
be is vital tool to gauging customer demand. 

• When creating hard copy publications, digital proofi ng 
will be vital to speed up this stage and ensure a 
quality catalogue is produced.  By producing an 
electronic version of the publication, retailers will be 
able to set page orders and determine the look, feel 
and fl ow at the click of a button, replacing the need to 
print drafts and produce boards.


