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Completed acquisition by Clinton Cards Limited of Birthdays Limited 
(and its subsidiaries), Birthdays Direct Limited and Thorpalm Greeting 
Cards Limited 
 
The OFT's decision on reference under section 22 given on 11 February 2005. 
Full text of decision published 8 March 2005 
 
 
PARTIES 
 
1. Clinton Cards plc (Clintons) is active in the sale of greetings cards and associated 

merchandise.   
 
2. Clintons has acquired Birthdays Ltd (and its subsidiaries), Birthdays Direct Limited 

and Thorpalm Greeting Cards Limited (hereafter referred to as Birthdays).  
Birthdays was owned by a number of companies ultimately owned or controlled 
by West Coast Capital LLC.  Like Clintons, Birthdays was also active in the sale of 
greetings cards and associated merchandise.    In the year ending 27 March 2004, 
Birthdays had a UK turnover of £129.6 m. 

 
TRANSACTION 
 
3. Clintons completed the acquisition of the entire issued share capital of the 

constituent companies of Birthdays on 6 December 2004, for a total consideration 
of £49.3 million.  The statutory deadline for consideration of this transaction 
expires on 5 April 2005 and the OFT's administrative deadline expires on 14 
February 2005.  

 
JURISDICTION 
 
4. As a result of this transaction Clintons and Birthdays have ceased to be distinct.  

The UK turnover of Birthdays exceeds £70 million, so the turnover test in section 
23(1)(b) of the Enterprise Act 2002 (the Act) is satisfied.  The OFT therefore 
believes that it is the case that a relevant merger situation has been created.   
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RELEVANT MARKET 
 
5. The parties overlap in the supply of greetings cards and associated merchandise 

including wrapping paper, calendars, soft toys, novelty gifts, stationery, stamps 
and so called 'party' products.  The associated merchandise sector is highly 
fragmented with competition coming from a wide range of products sold by other 
retailers, giving the parties negligible shares of supply in this sector.  Therefore, 
associated merchandise is not considered further in this assessment. 

 
Product market 
 
6. On the demand side, the OFT does not have evidence to suggest that there are 

any close substitutes for greetings cards.  While e-mail and text messaging may 
provide more distant substitutes, there is no convincing evidence that they 
represent a significant constraint on the supply of greetings cards. The 2004 
KeyNote report on greetings cards notes that 'Contrary to early fears within the 
industry, e-mail, text messages and the availability of free online cards appear not 
to have harmed the traditional market for greetings cards'.1 

 
7. The OFT has also considered the extent to which non-specialist greetings card 

retailers, for whom the sale of greetings cards does not represent their main 
business (such as supermarkets and newsagents), represent a significant 
constraint on card retailers (such as Clintons and Birthdays) who specialise in the 
sector.  A Mintel customer survey conducted in 2003 shows such alternatives 
represent a significant source of greeting card purchases for consumers.2     

 
8. On the supply side, whilst it can be argued that certain types of shops can easily 

expand their range of goods to include greetings cards, it is not clear that shops 
that have not already done so would represent a significant constraint.  Some 
shops, such as Boots, have, in recent years, introduced and also withdrawn 
greetings cards from their product range. Greetings cards are a low value 
purchase and it is not clear whether non specialist greetings card retailers would 
find it profitable to allocate floor space to greetings cards in the event of a 5-10 
per cent increase in the price of cards.  Given the above, the OFT takes a cautious 
view that supply side substitution is limited. 

 
Geographic market 
 
9. The parties contend that competition for greetings card sales generally takes place 

at a local level within a one mile radius and the OFT agrees that this is an 
appropriate starting point given the positioning of the majority of such shops 

                                         
1 KeyNote, Market Report Plus 2004, Greetings Cards, p.52 
2 Mintel, Greeting Cards Market Intelligence, June 2003, p.30 
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within a town centre environment.  Additionally, given the high cost of transport 
relative to the purchase price of the product, consumers may be considered 
unlikely to travel further distances.  However, the parties believe that they also 
compete with large supermarkets located more than one mile from a particular 
outlet, and also possibly neighbouring shopping areas, where consumers can buy 
cards as part of a larger shopping trip.   

 
10. The OFT considers that the one-mile radius is a useful means of assessing the 

competitive impact of this transaction as it would ensure that all local overlaps are 
assessed.  Given the lack of competition concerns at even this narrow level, it has 
not proved necessary for the OFT to consider the impact of any constraints from 
outside of this boundary.  However, note is also taken of the possibility of 
competition operating at a national level with retailers securing a product range 
which will appeal to customers. 

 
Frame of reference 
 
11. On the basis of the above, the OFT considers that the appropriate frame of 

reference is the sale of greeting cards by both specialist and non-specialist 
greetings card retailers on both a local and national level within the UK.  The local 
area is based around a one mile radius for the purposes of this assessment. 

 
HORIZONTAL ISSUES 
 
Shares of supply 
 
12. The parties' UK shares of supply of greetings cards are shown below. 
 

 2003 

Clintons 18.4% 
Birthdays 7.9% 
Combined 26.2% 
Source: the parties based on Mintel and Keynote data. 

 
13. The above shares include sales of Christmas cards.  Large scale demand for 

Christmas cards means that many stores which do not sell other types of 
greetings cards do however, stock Christmas cards.  Christmas cards make up 
approximately [ ] of the parties' sales and, on an aggregate industry basis, 
represent 28 per cent by value and 65 per cent by volume of the total sales of 
greetings cards in the UK.3  Nevertheless, by excluding Christmas cards, the 

                                         
 
3 Source: the parties based on Mintel and Keynote data 
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parties' combined share of sales by value increases only marginally to 25-35 per 
cent. 

 
14. On a national level, as a result of the merger, Clintons would add to its position as 

the leading greetings card retailer.   However, the industry is fragmented, and 
competitors include other retailers such as WH Smiths, Woolworths, 
supermarkets, department stores and newsagents, as well as both national and 
local specialist greetings card retailers. 

 
15. At a local level, the parties have stores within one mile of each other in 318 

towns in the UK.  The parties will continue to face at least five competitors in all 
except two locations post merger – Beckton in East London and Craigavon in 
Northern Ireland.  In these two areas competition to the parties will remain from 
Paperchase, WH Smith and Tesco Extra in Beckton and Easons, Sainsburys and 
Bargain Books in Craigavon.  As the one mile radius is, to some extent, an 
arbitrary distance it may not therefore be appropriate for self-contained shopping 
centres.  The parties have confirmed that in such locations (in addition to their 
being at least five competitors within one mile) there are at least two competitors 
in the immediate vicinity (i.e. short walking distance) from the parties' stores in 
question. 

 
Barriers to entry and expansion 
 
16. The parties suggest that barriers to entry are low and this has been confirmed by 

third party comment.  Based on data provided by the parties, it is estimated that 
to capture 5 per cent of sales in a typical shopping centre, a new entrant would 
need to generate £105,000 worth of sales.  It is also estimated that the sunk 
costs for a specialist retailer of setting up a 750 square foot unit (required to 
generate these sales) is between £60,000 and £70,000 incurred in store fit out, 
legal and agency fees.  The parties further argue that entry would be easier for an 
existing store wishing to expand its range of products to include greetings cards.  
On the basis of the above, the OFT considers that barriers to entry and expansion 
in the sector are generally low. 

 
Upstream buyer power 
 
17. Two third parties raised concerns about the potential ability of Clintons, post 

merger, to abuse its buyer power in relation to card publishers, suggesting that 
Clintons already exerts buyer power to prevent its suppliers from trading with 
their primary competitors and to demand exclusive product ranges, and that its 
ability to do so would be further increased by the merger.  However, the parties 
informed the OFT that Clintons is unable to secure exclusive supply, although it 
may commission some ranges of cards solely for sale in its own stores – an 
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option which would also be open to other retailers.  It is also noted that post-
merger Clintons has less than 30 per cent of greetings card sales. 

 
18. The OFT does not therefore consider that any potential increase in buyer power as 

a result of the merger is a cause for competition concerns.  Additionally, evidence 
from greetings cards suppliers suggests that buyer power would not be limited to 
Clintons – for instance, many retailers are able to operate 'sale or return' policies.  
The parties also comment that major grocery and high street multiples are also 
likely to have considerable buyer power. 
 

VERTICAL ISSUES 
 
19. No vertical competition issues arise as a result of this transaction. 
 
THIRD PARTY VIEWS 
 
20. The vast majority of third parties the OFT contacted were unconcerned about the 

impact of this transaction on competition. The comments about potential 
upstream buyer power are addressed above. 

 
ASSESSMENT 
 
21. The parties overlap in the supply of greetings cards in the UK with a joint share of 

supply of 26 per cent nationally.  They face a number of national competitors, in 
the form of specialist greetings card retailers, high street multiples (such as WH 
Smith and Woolworths) and supermarket chains.  Local area analysis also shows 
that there is sufficient competitive constraint post-merger in each of the 
geographic overlap areas.  In addition, barriers to entry and expansion are modest. 

 
22. Consequently, the OFT does not believe that it is or may be the case that the 

merger has resulted or may be expected to result in a substantial lessening of 
competition within any market or markets in the United Kingdom. 

 
DECISION 

23. This merger will therefore not be referred to the Competition Commission under 
section 22(1) of the Act. 

 
 
 
 


