What distinguishes Argos is its dual presence in
homes where mail order catalogues are otherwise
considered an inappropriate, even divisive,
means of organisation and those where
traditional mail order catalogues are considered
a staple and respected form of consumption
(Clarke, 1998, p. 90).
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If you ask around, most people have an Argos
catalogue of some vintage in their homes.
This is hardly surprising given that over 35
million are produced every year, between the
two issues. They find their way into all types
of households, across all social grades. Argos
catalogues focus on household, consumer
durables and some personal products with an
emphasis on practicality. Key product
categories include jewellery, furniture, toys
and games and personal accessories, though
as will be seen, both the categories and their
composition have changed over time. Argos
to some extent therefore is a barometer of
British taste in certain categories of products.
Argos is also one of the UK’s leading retailers,
being the largest European catalogue
showroom retailer, with an annual sales figure
of over £2.0bn and it has been (when it was
independent) a component member of the
FTSE 100 index. This is quite an
achievement for a business that started as an
off-shoot of Green Shield trading stamps.
The trading operations of Argos rely today,
as they always have done, on the catalogue.
Smith (1985) has provided the most succinct
description of the Argos operation:
A catalogue showroom business revolves around
four parameters, the catalogue, the showroom,
the warehouse and the customer . . .. In simple
terms the customer obtains the catalogue, preselects merchandise which is paid for and
collected at the showroom. The showroom
During the summer of 1999, Pamela Bremner was
employed as a research assistant to put together the
base material on Argos. The business story
component of this paper would not have been
possible without her hard work. The initial idea of
looking at Argos was based on a donation of 50 or
so catalogues by Martin Baker of Basingstoke. The
author hopes Martin feels they have been put to
good use. Missing issues were obtained via a loan
of original catalogues from Argos, for which they
are thanked very warmly. Colleagues at the
EAERCD conference in Barcelona and the AMS/
ACRA conference in Columbus are also thanked
for their encouragement and observations on
presentations of portions of an earlier draft of this
paper. All comments, interpretations etc. are those
of the author alone and do not reflect the views of
anyone else or any company such as Argos.
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replenishes stock from the warehouse, a process
which maintains the showrooms’ ability to fulfil
consumer demand.

At the heart of this process is obviously the
catalogue and the ability of the business to get
catalogues into the hands of customers. As
Smith (1985) defines it:
(the catalogue) is pivotal to or central to our
business. The catalogue is the vehicle whereby
the company principally informs the world of its
existence, the merchandise it sells and the prices
at which the merchandise is sold. The catalogue
is the vehicle whereby and through which the
company reaches its market. It is our shop
window.

The catalogue, therefore, plays a role as a
sales instrument which combines details
about the product and its pricing to the
consumer, as well as illustrating both what the
product looks like and on occasions what it is
suited for. Merchandise selection is therefore
critical to the business, as is the pricing of the
merchandise. Merchandise needs to be of
sufficient quality and saleability and to be
readily available in order to generate high
volumes, customer satisfaction and profit.
The products are therefore selected with an
eye both to what will sell, and be re-orderable
as (or if) demand extends over the lifetime of
the catalogue, and priced so as to be
competitive with competing or benchmark
retailers. If as Ornstein (1976, p. 180) notes
‘‘the [Argos] catalogue totally replaces
personal sales service’’ then it needs to be
considered carefully and to present the offer
thoroughly.
The catalogue is therefore a reference text
of the consumer purchasing patterns in
household goods of the time. Each catalogue
reflects anticipated product demands and the
pricing points in the market. Changes in the
catalogues over time illustrate broad retailer
changes. They reflect changes in needs, wants
and consumer lifestyles and illustrate price
volatility, changing product utility and aspects
of product replacement and new product
development. They are windows on selected
past worlds.
There are relatively few academic or other
pieces that have looked at modern catalogues
themselves and their use. The main exception
is the recent work by Clarke (1998) which
examines catalogue use among selected
families and considers Loot and Argos. With
respect to Argos, Clarke (1998) identifies a
social and reference use for the catalogue

amongst families of different social groupings.
She sees the Argos catalogue as ‘‘the ultimate
handbook for the inactive armchair shopper’’,
‘‘a portable shop window’’, ‘‘a staple of
contemporary living’’, ‘‘a basic resource for
social groups precluded from mainstream
leisure-imbued formal shopping’’ or even with
respect to children as ‘‘a controllable toy
shop’’. Her summary is of ‘‘a rationalised,
simple value-for-money way to shop where
the consumer is in total control’’. Argos, as a
retailer, is different, but its penetration across
groups, its sheer ubiquity and this
combination of functionality and aspiration
make the catalogues significant social
documents of their time.
A more populist treatment of the topic has
been undertaken by Blanchard (1999) who
has briefly examined the early Habitat
catalogues of 1969-1973 and compared them
to present day interior design and living. She
focuses on the changes in prices and the
combination of functional items alongside
iconic furniture in the early catalogues. Again
however, there is the focus on the catalogue as
‘‘a guide on how to decorate your home’’.
Since the early 1970s the Habitat catalogue
has changed dramatically in its style, format
and aim. In that sense it has less to tell us than
Argos, where the basic concept has remained
the same and the catalogues tell a story about
product and other changes. The more
utilitarian Argos product mix with its
emphasis on everyday functional products,
combined with its massive penetration into
households, mark it out as exceptional.
Argos began in July 1973 with the launch of
the first catalogue and 17 showrooms.
Catalogues have subsequently appeared
approximately every six months. By 2000,
there have been 54 issues of the core
catalogue. The entire series of catalogues has
been assembled by the author and a
programme of analysis of these is underway.
It is recognised and accepted that there are
many ‘‘lenses’’ through which the analysis of
the individual catalogues and the entire set of
catalogues could be seen. Here, a
straightforward, essentially descriptive
comparison of the first and 50th catalogues is
used to ‘‘whet the appetite’’ for the fuller
analysis underway. Issues of consumer, retail
and cultural change, product development,
presentation (including semiotics) and pricing
are amongst those that are scheduled to be
undertaken in the full programme of research,
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embedding this work in wider contemporary
academic conceptualisations.
This exploratory paper aims to provide an
initial investigation of some of these issues
above, by a simple comparison of the first and
the 50th catalogue. These are arbitrary
catalogue issues, but they provide an
opportunity to illustrate some of the scope for
research in this area. Within this broad aim
therefore, the paper is structured into four
sections. First, a brief business history of
Argos is presented to set the scene. Within
this some reference to changing consumers
will be made. Second, the two catalogues will
be subject to a comparison reflecting on
aspects of changing design, format and
product introduction and deletion. Third, a
quantitative analysis of aspects of the
catalogues and product mix will be presented.
Finally, some conclusions will be drawn and
potential lines for further research enquiry
will be developed.

Argos – a brief business history
Argos in business control terms can be
considered as having undergone four distinct
phases (a fuller explanation of these is given in
Sparks, 2001). These are considered briefly
here (Figure 1). Operational aspects of the
1980s Argos can also be found in Smith
(1985) and Walters (1989). Brokers reports
(e.g. County Nat West, 1989, 1992; Nat West
Markets, 1998) also provide succinct
summaries of strategic strengths and options.
The four phases of business development in Argos

The first phase, that of foundation and
independence ran from 1973 until takeover in
1980. Argos was launched in 1973 with 17
showrooms based primarily around London.
The idea was developed by Richard
Tompkins, the Green Shield Stamps
entrepreneur and for the initial few years there
were close ties between Argos and the Green
Shield Stamps business. As with many startups, the initial years were rocky, although by
the time Green Shield Stamps were dropped
by Tesco in 1977, Argos was on reasonably
firm foundations. The launch was followed by
operational and logistical supply difficulties
and, with hindsight, was not very timely given
the oil crisis and other ensuing economic
problems. The approach of the new company
was to be different and distinct in format, but
focused additionally on discount prices.
The initial catalogue was aspirational about
the business, but the hyperbole of the launch
was not matched by trading reality. As a result
of the wider economic problems, subsequent
catalogues were smaller and had fewer
products and this reduction process only
reversed as the business became firmly
established. In that sense, the first catalogue is
atypical but does represent what the fledgling
business thought it could achieve, and
provides a wide reflection of consumer
products at the time.
By 1979, the Argos business was an
established and successful one, trading
through 91 showrooms, with sales and profit
expansion and an increasing geographical
coverage. The initial problems of setting up
the business had been overcome and the
business model had been refined and
additional showrooms added. Richard
Tompkins however was in ill-health and
decided to sell the business for c. £35m to
British American Tobacco (BAT) Industries
as part of their diversification strategy.
Phase Two in business terms is thus a
period of control by BAT, with Argos
operating as a business unit within the
conglomerate. This period lasted for the
whole of the 1980s and saw a dramatic,
indeed almost relentless, expansion of the
business and rising success. BAT effectively
let Argos do its own thing, and this it achieved
very successfully.
In terms of the catalogues, the twice-yearly
pattern was now established and the size of
the catalogues and the number of lines began
to expand. Over the 1980s the number of
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lines tripled from the lowest point of the
1970s to over 5,000. Brand penetration
became more apparent with higher quality
and better known brands introduced. Within
the catalogues the layout became clearer and
the format became more standardised and
ordered. From a customer perspective,
catalogues looked and felt the same,
facilitating use. It is during this period that
Argos became ubiquitous, regardless of
location, age, gender or social group. National
coverage of showrooms was achieved and infilling of sites became a core strategy.
Showroom format development (e.g.
superstore showrooms) was tried, reflecting
both the desire to be national and the
changing UK retail location patterns. The
keys to Argos’ success, the offer of branded
goods in a convenient manner, through a
comprehensive catalogue and in local
showrooms, had by the end of the 1980s
positioned Argos not as a discount retailer,
but as a leading retailer on both price and
convenience.
By 1989, Argos had 251 showrooms,
produced over 23 million catalogues annually
and the catalogue’s status as a common
household reference book was assured. At
BAT, however, things were less rosy and an
unwelcome hostile takeover bid, aimed at
splitting up the conglomerate, forced BAT to
desperate measures. As part of its defense
strategy Argos was sold to its management
through a de-merger in 1990 for £600m.
After a decade of hands-off control, Argos
became technically independent.
Argos was listed on the London Stock
Exchange in April 1990 and its third phase,
independence, commenced, although timing
was again an issue, with the UK moving into
recession in the early 1990s after the glory
days of the 1980s. The independence period
of 1990-1998 is characterised by swings of
business fortune, with weak periods at the
start and end, but a golden period in the mid
1990s which saw Argos break the £1bn sales
barrier and enter the FTSE 100 index. This
was followed, however, by some operational
difficulties and poor trading with profits
sliding and two poor Christmas periods in a
row.
The catalogue however maintained its
function. The number of lines continued to
expand and the number of pages in the
catalogue increased still further. The format
remained, but the level of product

information was enhanced. The product
categories remain broadly the same, but
expansions have occurred, linked in some
cases to the development of direct and home
delivery services. The importance of the
catalogue to the business format has been
noted before. County Nat West (1989)
reported that 95 per cent of all buyers preselect their products from the catalogue
before visiting the showroom. Catalogue
availability is thus crucial and in 1998 (which
included the 50th issue) some 36 million were
printed.
As a public company, Argos shares were
traded on the London Stock Exchange. The
poor results for 1997, with a big decline in
profits, saw the share price fall in early 1998
to its lowest level for four years. As the share
price fell so far, a hostile bid was not entirely
unexpected and in March 1998, GUS plc
launched such a bid valuing Argos at £1.6bn,
and arguing that Argos had lost its way. An
acrimonious battle ensued, but an enhanced
bid of £1.9bn saw Argos become part of the
GUS mail order empire.
The fourth phase of business development
is thus as part of a major mail order retailer.
As the 50th catalogue pre-dates this, this
phase is of less relevance here. Since takeover,
GUS have developed the store formats and
locations, changed the catalogue size and
breadth further and re-organised Argos into a
multi-channel retailer. Ancillary catalogues
(e.g. clothing) have also been trialled as well
as Web-based and interactive TV operations.
By mid 2000 Argos was trading through 448
showrooms in the UK and 12 showrooms in
the Republic of Ireland. Annual sales
exceeded £2.0bn. Argos had become critical
to the GUS home shopping operation,
providing 26 per cent of all of GUS profits.
These phases of business ownership
conditioned the operations of the company
and affected the development of the business
to its present position. The two catalogues
selected here for comparison are reflective of
both the position at the time and to some
extent the development of the concept. The
first catalogue produced in mid 1973 was an
aspirational document for the business,
reflecting what Tompkins wanted Argos to
be. Business realities constrained
development for the next three years until the
basics were right. The first catalogue is thus a
snapshot of 1973 and the consumer position
before the oil crisis and adverse economic
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issues really hit. The 50th catalogue from
1998 (Autumn/Winter 1998 – published in
June 1998) reflects the position in the late
1990s. Whilst produced when the company
was owned by GUS, the time lags for
development meant that the catalogue was
prepared by the Argos management. It is
reflective of the late 1990s, but did have quite
a lot of product changes from previous
catalogues as there was a conscious attempt
by the Argos management to refresh the
product mix given poor performance in 1996/
1997.
Neither catalogue is thus the ‘‘perfect’’
issue, although it is doubtful if such a
thing really exists. The research into the
full series of catalogues will provide a better
sense of the dimensions and components of
change. However, despite the somewhat
arbitrary timings, the exploration of the
first and the 50th catalogues provides a
comparison of two situations and times that
allow some discussion of changing retailing,
products, design, pricing and consumers to
take place.
The period between 1973 and 1998 is not a
static one in terms of consumer desires, wants
and spending power and we would expect the
catalogues to reflect elements of this. For
example, the 1980s boom period for many
retailers saw considerable expansion in
consumer desires and spending, particularly
associated with non-food products. The
continuation of processes of fragmentation of
demand and ‘‘lifestyle’’ developments can be
expected to be reflected in the product mix
and product characteristics in the catalogues.
Other changes of product would likely reflect
changing social mores and technological
sophistication. In a different field, the
introduction of the Next Directory in the
1980s, as part of the transformation of
Hepworths into Next, reflected the change in
lifestyle and the need to shake up traditional
business and mail order practices. Over the
quarter of a century between the two Argos
catalogues, both what is acceptable to
consumers and what is possible for them have
changed.

A visual comparison
The first obvious difference in the catalogues
is simply the size. The 1973 catalogue is a
considerably larger document in dimension

terms (290
235mm) compared to the 1998
catalogue (255
205mm) although the
former has fewer pages (252 vs 586). The
implications of these dimensions are
considered later. The size change occurred at
issue 4, and since then the size has been
maintained. The strap line on the 1973 cover
is ‘‘buy it at Argos and pocket the difference’’,
whilst in 1998 it is ‘‘choice, value, quality –
it’s not just money you save’’, which, whilst
rather less clear, does attempt to portray a
message not solely focused on price. The logo
used in both cases is demonstrably the same
font and design although the colour and size
is different. The introductory pages are very
different in presentation with a psychedelic
style font and colours used in 1973 compared
to a much more standard textual approach in
1998 (Figure 2). It is also notable that there is
much more emphasis in 1973 on the
opportunity to see the merchandise in store.
Indeed a picture of a store interior is provided
which makes Argos look much more similar
to any other shop than is the case today.
There is also emphasis in 1973 on the
‘‘newness’’ of the concept, but combined with
an emphasis on the detailed logistical back-up
available, reflecting the desire to give
customers confidence about availability and
purchasing. In this respect the Argos
guarantee is prominent.
Other aspects of the 1970s retailing style
come through in the widespread use of
manufacturer’s recommended prices as a
price comparator and thus an emphasis on the
money saved, the need to display and explain
credit cards and in the credit availability. In
the latter case, a formal application had to be
made and the applicant was informed if they
had been successful in writing some time
later. This time-lag between application and
product availability has been removed over
the years with the availability of instant
decisions or credit.
The second obvious visual difference is
apparent when the product presentation is
examined. There is a real difference on any
one page in the balance of the page given over
to text as opposed to pictures of the product.
In the 1973 catalogue, there is much more
space given over to text than in 1998 where
the pictures dominate any page (see jewellery
example in Figure 3). This is not a feature of
the amount of information given, although of
course in 1998 direct comparison with
‘‘manufacturer’s prices’’ is not allowed, but
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Figure 2 Typeface variations

Figure 3 Product density in jewellery

rather seems to stem from a desire to have this
balance and to maintain readability.
Whatever, the difference is instantly apparent
and gives a very different feel to the
catalogues.

This sense of difference reflects differences
in approach between 1973 and 1998. Two
aspects of this are focused on the discussion
below. First, aspects of merchandising (in the
sense of visual merchandising) are
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considered, before some comparison of the
products and the ‘‘lifestyle’’ of consumers is
attempted.
In addition to the balance between product
descriptions and photographs on any page,
there is a clear difference in the way in which
products are presented between the two
catalogues. The photographs in the 1998
catalogue have a much more vivid and ‘‘alive’’
feel to them. This may be due in part to
advances in printing and photographic
technology but it also would seem to reflect
the ‘‘merchandising’’ skills of the catalogue
compilers. The 1973 catalogue is much more
of a product listing, accompanied by some
straight-on shots of individual products. By
the 1998 catalogue, the sense is of product
presentation supported by some text. This is
illustrated by the much more comprehensive
and common use in the 1998 catalogue of
room sets in which products are grouped
together. In 1973 this occurs but once in the
entire catalogue, and then the effect is
somewhat upset by the presence of a miniskirted model. A further illustration is the way
in which toilet seats are integral to a room set
in 1998, and actually appear on a toilet,
whereas in 1973 the seats are simply
photographed ‘‘free-floating’’ (Figure 4).
There thus appears to be a clear development
of merchandising sophistication between the
two catalogues.
This is also reflected in the product
information provided. This is almost totally
non-existent in 1973, whereas by 1998 it is a
large component of the presentation of some
categories. Some of this is undoubtedly due to
the present need to help consumers with
certain products e.g. power tools,
communications devices, etc. and is a
reflection of more technologically-rich
products, which require more product
explanation. There is also a sense, however, of
the need to provide guidance and assistance
to the consumer about the use of products as
the ‘‘service’’ expectation of consumers has
risen. Some of this information is provided
textually, but other information is found in
the product combinations and situations in
the photographs. Indeed much more of the
photographic material shows products in use
rather than as an object that could be used
(Figure 5). It may also be the case that for
some products the legal requirements have
altered. The child’s bunk bed in 1998
contains the following statement in the

product description for example: ‘‘(top bunk
not recommended for children under 6 years
old). Height of space under bed 140cm.
Complies with the requirements of UK Bunk
Beds (entrapment hazards) (Safety
Regulations 1987) and the European
Standard EN747-1’’.
As perhaps might be anticipated from the
comments above, there is also an expansion of
the number of people represented in the
catalogue. Whilst some models are used in
1973, these are relatively few and far between.
They also conform to particular stereotypes in
that women are shown using hairdryers and in
showers and are generally naked in the latter,
whereas the men appear in the sports section
modelling tracksuits, although there is also
some female presence here. By 1998 there is
much more use of models and the
stereotyping is a little less obvious, although
men appear up ladders fixing the house whilst
women are pegging out washing. In the latter
case there is a woman in a wheelchair and in a
number of other cases the male models are
black, perhaps suggesting a more inclusive
society. The main use of male and female
models in 1998 is in sections such as sunbeds
(a product not known in 1973) and sports and
leisure. In terms of sport, the models are much
more obviously fit and the image portrayed is
a very different one to 1973 (Figure 6).
In addition to the style of the
merchandising between the two catalogues,
there is also a clear difference in the
merchandising itself. Most obviously this
occurs in terms of product development and
enhancement but is also seen in the
withdrawal of products. The quantitative
category composition of the catalogues is
examined later, with the emphasis here
instead on the qualitative aspects revealed. In
addition, the penetration of brands and
certain product types and aspects does allow
some commentary on lifestyle changes.
The product development aspect is obvious
by considering categories that have expanded
or have been introduced since 1973. For
example, whole categories such as
communications simply did not exist then
and products such as mobile telephones, faxes
and personal computers were unknown.
Digital watches are another product that
simply did not exist in 1973, as with
calculators and digital cameras. Microwaves
and dehumidifiers also point to product
development, but also hint at lifestyle changes
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Figure 4 Presentation style

Figure 5 Useful objects or objects to use?

in the population. Similarly, the concept of a
personal sunbed did not seem possible in
1973. Also hinting at changing attitudes is the
larger household and car security sections in
1998. Pages of security lighting, alarms and
crook locks for cars show how the crime levels
in society have been reflected in product
development in the catalogue.
Whilst not so problematic as security, other
categories such as DIY demonstrate the

growth of certain product categories and the
way in which leisure time has been altered.
The expansion of DIY and the need for power
tools as household activity replaces tradesmen
is also reflected in the large expansion of the
furniture category. Whilst some of this is
standard, assembled furniture, much is flatpack for home assembly reflecting the change
in this market and the switch from a craft to a
commodity product. Another leisure style
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change is the large number of products
developed in the sports area, focusing on
aspects of personal fitness and exercise. This
seems, from the 1998 catalogue however, to
be a female activity with the ‘‘serious’’
machines occupied by males. Again, however,
the concept of in-home activity of this type
would be seen as ludicrous in 1973, when
cricket bats and pads and other outside
‘‘games’’ equipment was more the norm.
The removal of products from the catalogue
in 1998 compared to 1973 also shows some of
the changes in society. Perhaps the most
dramatic examples of this are cigarette
lighters (and ashtrays) and guns (air rifles and
pistols). Whilst available in 1973, by 1998
these items are no longer for sale, and neither
is the 1973 harpoon gun. Less dramatically,
and more reflective of style changes, the 1973
fibre optic lamps are no longer for sale,
although proud owners of an original could
probably get a good price in antique sales for
them now!
In merchandising lifestyle terms, one other
change that comes through in a comparison of
the catalogues is the ‘‘modern’’ prevalence for
brand linking and product placements. Whilst
front-line brands are present in 1973 (e.g.
Kodak cameras) there is a sense in which the

brand position is kept low-key. By 1998 this is
not the case and branding is much stronger
(e.g. Lego) and is also much more overt.
There is also much more brand or product
association. Children’s bedding provides a
particular illustration of this (Figure 7).
Duvets (not found in 1973) dominate, but
they tend to be associated with films (e.g. Star
Wars), cartoon characters from television
(e.g. Teletubbies) or football teams (e.g.
Manchester United). It is noticeable how
much product is focused on what we have
seen, rather than the inherent utility of the
product itself.
This is also identifiable in other lifestyle
ways. Some indications of changing lifestyle
have been mentioned above. However, other
more subtle ones exist as well. In household/
kitchen appliances, for example, there is a
strong emphasis on colour co-ordination of
toasters, kettles, etc., whereas in 1973 these
products were strictly utilitarian and came in
a ‘‘one type suits all’’ approach. In 1998, the
choices of colour are dramatic, reflecting both
product development and also the search for
co-ordinated lifestyle statements (Figure 8).
Such qualitative comparisons provide some
thoughts about the changes that have
occurred in society between the two catalogue

Figure 6 Role models?
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Figure 7 Product and brand extension

Figure 8 Lifestyle statements
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dates. It is instructive as well, however, to
consider a more quantitative analysis of the
construction of the catalogues.

A quantitative analysis of the 1973 and
1998 catalogues
The catalogues lend themselves to a variety of
simple quantitative measures in examining
change between the two issues. Table I
provides the base data for the catalogues as a
whole. As the table shows, there has been a
133 per cent increase in the number of pages
in the catalogue between the two issues. The
1998 catalogue is a much more solid issue,
with its almost 600 pages. Within these pages,
there is obviously a domination of product
presentation, but the increase in corporate
information such as guarantees, sizing,
ordering, home delivery, etc. in 1998 is
noticeable. Product numbers have also risen
between the two issues with an increase of 44
per cent in the number of products in 1998. It
must be noted, however, that the number of
products in this first tissue was a highpoint for
the first few years, as the economic and
operational circumstances forced a re-think
on product numbers. It is also clear that the
product density on the pages has fallen over
the two issues, with much fewer products per
page in 1998. In part, as noted below, this is
due to the mix of product categories, but it is
also due to the changing presentation style as
indicated earlier. It also has to be
remembered that the size of the catalogue
pages has fallen between the issues by about
23 per cent, although given the increase in
pages, actual available space has risen by 78
per cent. The figures on product density in
Table I, therefore, do need to be scaled down
a little to reflect the decline in page size.
However, the decline in product density per
Table I Macro-analysis of catalogues
Catalogue 1
1973
Number of pages
Pages of product
Pages of information
Number of items
Items per product page
(average)

252
241
11 (4.3)
4417
18.3

Catalogue 50
1998
588
549.5
38.5 (6.5)
6344
11.5

Notes: Each product that has a separate catalogue number is counted as
one item. Percentages are shown in parentheses

page is a real one, associated primarily with
promotional techniques, including the need
for more product information.
Table II provides details of the make-up of
each catalogue by considering the
contribution each category makes in
percentage terms for both number of pages
and number of items. In the main, the
categories are clearly defined in each issue,
but there have been some changes over time
and more categories are now found in more
than one place. This table forms the basis of
Tables III and IV and discussion. What is
apparent from Table II itself is the variation in
category/product density. For example,
jewellery takes up relatively few pages but is a
large proportion of the items or products.
Furniture or white goods demonstrate the
opposite relationship between space and
items, as might be anticipated.
Table III identifies measures of category
importance in each of the two issues. A
number of points can be made about this table
and the relationships it reveals. First, the
catalogues have become increasingly
dominated in terms of both pages and products
by a few large categories. The concentration
ratio at the CR3 level for 1973 is much smaller
than that in 1998. Over 40 per cent of both
lines and products in 1998 are found in three
categories. Moreover, these three categories
are the same – jewellery, toys and games and
furniture – for both page and product
categories. This suggests a fundamental
change in the make up of the catalogue and in
the merchandising and presentation of some
categories (in particular jewellery).
Second, the categories that are important in
both item and page terms are different. In
item terms there are three different cases in
1998 compared to 1973. The two categories
which are the same are jewellery and personal
accessories, whilst the other categories have
changed. The same change process is found
in page terms with one category common
(personal accessories) and four different. The
categories that have become particularly
important in 1998 are toys and games and
furniture. Third, we might read something
into the categories that have fallen away since
1973. These included dining/entertaining and
kitchen accessories as well as sports and
leisure. These changes could be held to reflect
the decline of aspects of society and changes
to eating and food consumption as well as the
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Table II Catalogue composition
1973
% of pages
% of items
Bathroom accessories
Bedding
Clocks and watches
Communications
Dining/Entertaining
DIY
Furnishings/household accessories
Furniture
Gardening
Gifts
Heating
Household small electricals
Household white goods
Jewellery
Kitchen accessories
Lighting
Luggage
Nursery
Office equipment
Personal accessories
Pets accessories
Photographic equipment
Sound and vision
Sports and leisure
Toys and games
Vacuum cleaners
Vehicle accessories

2.6
4.1
5.0
±
8.3
3.3
5.8
3.3
4.2
1.2
2.5
3.0
4.1
4.6
6.2
2.5
1.7
2.1
3.3
7.5
0.4
2.9
5.0
7.2
4.5
1.2
3.7

1998
% of pages
% of items

2.6
3.7
5.0
±
8.7
3.5
5.4
2.7
3.7
1.4
2.2
2.0
1.7
10.3
6.7
3.0
2.0
1.0
2.6
6.7
0.3
3.1
4.2
7.7
5.6
0.9
3.4

1.7
2.0
4.4
3.0
3.1
3.4
4.0
15.4
0.8
±
1.3
4.2
0.6
8.9
3.4
1.3
0.4
1.2
2.6
5.8
0.2
1.9
5.9
5.0
16.7
1.1
1.8

1.7
2.0
4.9
1.8
3.8
3.1
4.5
12.6
0.9
±
0.9
3.8
0.4
18.7
2.3
1.6
0.5
0.9
2.4
5.7
0.1
1.6
4.8
4.1
14.5
0.8
1.4

Notes: This categorisation derives from the categories used by Argos in their own product descriptions
Table III Category importance
1973

1998

Category importance by items (percentage)
Jewellery
10.3
Dining/entertaining
8.7
Sports and leisure
7.7
Personal accessories
6.7
Kitchen accessories
6.7
CR3
26.7

Jewellery
Toys and games
Furniture
Personal accessories
Clocks and watches
CR3

18.7
14.5
12.6
5.7
4.9
45.8

Category importance by pages (percentage)
Dining/entertaining
8.3
Personal accessories
7.5
Sports and leisure
7.7
Kitchen accessories
6.2
Furnishings and household accessories
5.8
CR3
23.5

Toys and games
Furniture
Jewellery
Sound and vision
Personal accessories
CR3

16.7
15.4
8.9
5.9
5.8
41.0

adoption of a more sedentary lifestyle overall,
(or perhaps a different form of leisure).
Table IV examines the changes in products
and items at the category level and includes

both percentage (i.e. contribution) changes
and the changes (in direction only) in the
number of pages and items. This is to capture
the concept that, whilst page concentration in
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Table IV Changes by category
Pages
Percentage
Number
Bathroom accessories
Bedding
Clocks and watches
Communications
Dining/entertaining
DIY
Furnishings/household accessories
Furniture
Gardening
Gifts
Heating
Household small electricals
Household white goods
Jewellery
Kitchen accessories
Lighting
Luggage
Nursery
Office equipment
Personal accessories
Pets accessories
Photographic equipment
Sound and vision
Sports and leisure
Toys and games
Vacuum cleaners
Vehicle accessories

±35
±51
±12
±
±63
+3
±31
+367
±81
±
±48
+40
±85
+93
±45
±48
±76
±43
±21
±22
±50
±34
+18
±31
+271
±8
-51

a category may have increased, this does not
necessarily mean that the numbers of pages in
the category may have increased, and vice
versa. Thus, for example, in the lighting
category the absolute number of pages has
increased, but the overall percentage
contribution of these pages to the catalogue
has declined considerably.
The table is of interest in a number of ways.
First, it highlights those categories that have
high contribution changes and thus it
reinforces the earlier discussion. It is clear that
there are massive increases in contribution
terms in the categories of furniture, toys and
games, jewellery and to a lesser extent in
sound and vision and small electrical items.
Although, in the latter case, it is notable that
the item percentage contribution has risen
more than the page contribution, which
highlights this category as one undergoing
product and/or presentational changes.
Second, it highlights those categories which
have declined considerably in contribution
terms. Given the dramatic expansion of

+
+
+
±
+
+
+
+
+
+
±
+
+
+
±
+
+
+
n/c
+
+
+
+
+
+

Items
Percentage
Number
±27
±46
+2
±
±56
±11
±17
+366
±76
±
±59
+90
±76
+82
-65
±47
±75
±10
±6
±15
±67
±48
+14
±47
+159
±11
±59

±
±
+
±
+
+
+
±
±
+
±
+
±
±
±
±
+
+
n/c
±
+
±
+
+
±

certain categories noted above, such declines
would be anticipated and would be expected
to be numerically more dominant than
increases. This is the case, but even so the
very high declines in household white goods,
gardening and luggage are perhaps a surprise.
Third, and most of interest, however, are
those categories where there are changes in
the absolute number of pages and items that
move in different directions. Again, these
represent categories where there has been
possibly some more fundamental
presentational change or product change.
Thus, for example, gardening has an increase
in the absolute number of pages, but a
decrease in the absolute number of items,
probably reflecting changes in the size
composition of the products, e.g. large tools.
Other categories where there is this difference
include bathroom accessories, bedding,
heating, kitchen accessories, lighting, nursery,
photographic equipment, sports and leisure
and vehicle accessories. An examination of
these categories suggests that it is the size
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changes in the product mix which account for
these results, with in some cases a process of
size reduction going on and in others size
increases. Product innovation also occurs in
some categories, e.g. the introduction of
home fitness equipment, de-humidifiers,
digital cameras, etc.

Conclusions
The comparison between the Argos
catalogues of 1973 and 1998 presented here
provides an opportunity to consider the
components of social, economic and
technological change over the intervening
quarter of a century. The consistency of
business approach of the company, the
centrality of the catalogue to the business
model, its prevalence across society and its
regularity of production provide a source of
material perhaps unparalleled and certainly
unexplored before. Argos is indeed a
reference book for British consumer taste, in
the broadest possible sense. This paper has
scratched the surface of this resource by its
simple comparison of the first and the 50th
catalogues. It is readily accepted that much
more can be done, utilising a full analysis of
the resource and embedding the discussion in
contemporary conceptual debates. This is
underway.
The study presented here demonstrates at
least three components of change:
(1) There has been a change in the way in
which products are presented between
the catalogues. This is not only, due
perhaps, to a combination of business
sophistication and technical ability, but
also to the increasing expectations of
consumers to engage more with the
‘‘store’’ and the products. The size and
style of presentation has altered, with
more focus on product information,
provided both textually and in the
photographs. Consumers perhaps need
this support more than they did in the
1970s, although it may be that some of
the information reflects changing legal
requirements. Other information
demonstrates the enhancement of
services, e.g. ring and reserve, home
delivery, wedding list. In short, the
catalogues are now much more of a
selling technique than they were
previously.

(2) There is also a clear change in the
product mix both between and within
categories. Some products have become
either obsolete or unacceptable over time.
Others have been introduced to reflect
either consumer change (see below) or
increasing technological sophistication or
other technical or technological
developments. The comparison
demonstrates the fundamental alteration
to the product availability and choice
confronting consumers. Even in the most
mundane of categories, choice has
broadened and consumers have a
fundamentally different decision to make
amongst the product range.
(3) The consumers themselves have changed
and this is reflected within the categories.
The changing emphasis amongst
categories reflects how lifestyles have
altered. Some reflect the broader societal
changes underway, e.g. leisure products
and aspects of personal health and fitness,
whereas other changes suggest a more
individual choice set, but within this
broader emphasis on ‘‘lifestyle’’. Products
are therefore, even in an Argos catalogue,
now likely to have an emphasis on design
and image as well as the traditional focus
on functionality. Co-ordination and
design are much more prevalent now,
reflecting this substantial change in needs
and wants across the country.
Whilst there are undoubtedly other facets of
the comparison that could be developed, the
three change components identified above
would seem sufficient here, given the
somewhat initial arbitrary comparison of
these two catalogues. They do suggest,
however, that there is much scope for further
work utilising the entire set of catalogues. It is
clear that the outcomes identified here could
be pursued much more thoroughly by this
more extensive investigation of these two
catalogues, and of the full set of catalogues.
Aspects of presentation, product and
consumer change could all be considered
more deeply and placed in a much stronger
analytical framework and context, covering
both business and consumer change.
Advanced economic questions over the price,
quality, value and utility of selected products
could be considered. Visual presentation and
merchandising methods could be examined
from a variety of perspectives. Selected
categories could be considered in much greater
detail. Representation of products and people
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could be investigated further. In short, this
paper has suggested that the assembled data
source can shed valuable light on consumer,
retailer, marketing and product changes over
the last quarter of the twentieth century.
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