Coupons You Don’t Clip, Sent to Your Cellphone
Mobile coupons — usually text messages with discount codes sent to a cellphone — are becoming the blue-light specials for the digital age.

Snipping out coupons from the weekend paper is still the most common way households in the United States get their coupons, but the popularity of coupons delivered via e-mail and text messages is growing. In the first half of 2009, nearly 10 million digital coupons were redeemed, a 25 percent increase over the amount redeemed during the same period in 2008, according to Inmar, a coupon-processing company.

The convenience of digital coupons is appealing to a new crop of shoppers, many of whom would not dream of carrying around a crumpled pile of paper coupons just to get 30 cents off a box of spaghetti. About a third of the users who signed up for Cellfire say they have never used paper coupons, according to Cellfire’s chief executive, Brent Dusing. 

The growing popularity of feature-rich mobile phones does not hurt, either. “It’s not like you have to get a new phone to do this,” said J. Gerry Purdy, an analyst for Frost & Sullivan, a market research firm. “It’s just a slight behavioral change to what people already do.”

Analysts say mobile coupons are also more likely to be redeemed. Cellfire says its redemption rate for mobile coupons is 15 to 20 percent. Paper coupons, by comparison, have redemption rates lower than 1 percent.

But not every coupon leads to a good find, said Helene Adélé Abiola, a 24-year-old schoolteacher who lives on Staten Island.

“It’s hit or miss,” said Ms. Abiola, who has redeemed mobile coupons for 88-cent margaritas and inexpensive haircuts. “You can get a great deal, but sometimes it’s junk. Not all of the deals are fabulous.”

And despite their growing popularity, mobile coupons face some hurdles, like software glitches and other technological hiccups, that keep them from being adopted on a larger scale, said Matthew Tilley, director of marketing at Inmar. “It’s not a seamless transaction just yet,” he said. “But the work to get there is under way.”

 “It was very successful,” said Kara Martinez, director of operations at Buttercup Bake Shop. “We had a little over 500 people show up.”
