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The shortcomings of online custom magazines
Introduction
Due to rising costs and shrinking marketing budgets, especially during an economic downturn, direct marketers will continue shifting their budgets toward online communication. Online custom magazines, for example, rejoice an increased interest. They are seen as a more efficient, but equivalent alternative to offline custom magazines. While the effectiveness of offline custom magazines has been empirically supported (e.g.: APA, 2005; Schijns, 2008), the effectiveness of online custom magazines, however, is hardly supported empirically.
Literature review

Although custom magazines (print) proofed to be effective in reaching their main marketing and communication goals (APA, 2005; Mintel, 2006; Schijns, 2008), they are rather costly to develop, print and distribute. Besides lower costs, online editions offer a number of other distinctive strengths. They offer, for instance, more options to interact with customers, they can be more up-to-date and due to video and sound they are expected to generate more attention, response and awareness than print magazines. These strengths, however, are not always utilized. Sometimes the online magazine is just a digital version of the offline magazine. The question then is whether such an online custom magazine is as effective as an offline magazine and therefore able to replace the offline version. Or is it just a quick win (with respect to costs), not taking into account long term marketing and communication effects? For instance, offline custom magazines are found to be effective with respect to relationship building, engaging readers for an average of 25 minutes, and word-of-mouth.
Research problem

Our main question is: “Are online custom magazines an equivalent alternative to offline custom magazines?”
Research methodology
In order to find out whether online custom magazines are an equivalent alternative to their offline counterpart, we investigated two custom magazines. We analyzed differences between the offline and online editions of both magazines in terms of relational aspects (i.e.: satisfaction, trust, commitment, willingness to recommend), average reading time, and customer preferences.
564 customers were surveyed online towards one of two retailers in body-care products and their readership of the custom magazine (offline, online, both or none). These customers had been invited by e-mail to participate in an online survey, asking them for their relationship perceptions and experiences with the magazine offline and/or online. 
Key findings
We found no significant differences with respect to perceived relationship strength (i.e. commitment), satisfaction, trust, willingness to recommend and willingness to continue the relationship between readers of the offline magazine and readers of the online magazine. However, both groups perceived a much stronger relationship than non-readers. In addition, readers of both magazine types felt significantly more committed than readers of either the offline or the online edition, even though the online edition did not offer any additional content. 
The average reading time of 24 minutes for offline magazines, however, is double the average reading time for online magazines. Moreover, the majority of respondents preferred reading the offline edition. In other words, while offline and online both seem to built relationship strength in a comparable manner, they differ significantly in the way they are used. Almost two-third of the respondents read the offline magazine (64%), while only a quarter of the respondents (24%) read the online version.

Conclusions
Preliminary results suggest that online magazines are as effective as offline magazines in building customer relationships. However, offline custom magazines still hold a much stronger position, compared to online magazines, in terms of number of readers and reading time. Another benefit of offline publications is that customers in general prefer offline, since it offers them something tangible and physical they can hold and engage with. 
Implications/proposed contributions to direct/interactive marketing
Threatened by the rise in paper, printing and postage costs, online custom magazines rejoice an increased interest.
Online custom magazines have the potential to outperform offline magazines with respect to the main marketing and communication goals. However, as long as their potential has not been utilized, offline custom magazines are at least as effective with respect to, for instance, strengthening relationships (customer commitment) entertaining and engaging the customer.

But even in the case that online custom magazines become more effective than offline magazines, the effect is applicable to a smaller number of eyeballs, compared to the offline magazine. 
Online custom magazines have to accelerate with respect to both their distinctive strengths and their reach in order to become an equivalent alternative to offline custom magazines.
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