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Introduction


Picking the right promotional mix is not easy. Whatever is done it must be effective, and also cost-effective, and both budgets and time are no doubt limited. Business does not arrive unbidden (or very little of it does), nor does it magically arrive just by crossing your fingers and shouting ‘Promotion!’; so something must be done and time and effort must be expended to make sure it works.


Even in this electronic age, direct mail remains a popular form of promotion. It can certainly find and hold customers and do so cost-effectively too. But, you may have noticed, it does not have the best image – the words ‘junk mail’ are frequently used in relation to direct mail offerings!


However, used carefully, it can work for seller and buyer alike. This book sets out how to utilize direct marketing for maximum benefit for both.


Direct mail is simply a marketing, promotional technique like any other, but it certainly has the ability to ignite strong feelings, not all of them positive. Everyone appears to know someone who has been mailed about something inappropriate, or addressed wrongly as ‘Dear Madam’ (or ‘Dear Sir’, depending on the correct gender). Everything here is thus pitched not just to make its use effective, but to make its use acceptable. One is no good without the other.


Success in many things is in the detail and that is certainly true of direct mail. Indeed, I once saw research that said that, faced with a mailshot, a reader takes just two and a half seconds to decide whether to look at it further or ditch it. That’s quite a challenge … it was Samuel Johnson who said, ‘What is written without effort is in general read without pleasure’, and certainly the words used to convey the message of any direct mail must be clear, persuasive and more (as we shall see). So some of this book focuses on actually writing the message. Surely writing is easy, especially when you are describing something you know well, like your product or service. Right, but look at the evidence. For example, information about a cross-channel ferry service announces: ‘Shuttles leave every half hour … on the hour’! This was presumably originated not only by a poor writer, but someone with a pretty odd clock! Perhaps my favourite example of such mistakes is a sign in a Nottinghamshire hotel, which reads, ‘In the interests of security bedroom doors must be locked before entering or leaving the room’. A good trick if you can do it … or evidence of a fifth dimension, perhaps? This sign had been written, printed and placed on the inside of 256 bedrooms, all apparently without anyone noticing that it was nonsense.


Remember, both the examples just mentioned (and one could mention so many more) are only a single sentence. If it is difficult to get that much right, then perhaps writers can be forgiven for struggling to complete a full description of their product, why someone should buy it and how they can do so.


The so-called ‘MEGO effect’ (Makes Eyes Glaze Over) is all too easy to invoke. For direct mail to work, and work well, you have to get the words that express your ideas down in a correct, clear, original and pleasing way, and the only way to do that is to check, check and check again. Read it over on screen, read it over having printed it out, read it out loud to yourself, read it out loud to someone else; do all this twice. And when you have done any editing this necessitates, do it all again. A systematic approach to all this is described in these pages.


In addition, a host of other factors must be right too. Each element is, of itself, not complex; there are core principles here that make it straightforward and manageable to create good direct mail … and to reap the benefits. The trick of any good promotion is to create and maintain interest in potential buyers and prompt action. That action can take many forms: requesting more information, talking to someone – in person or by telephone – or visiting a web site and more. Some promotional methods can prompt direct sales and direct mail is one of them. In some kinds of business it is possible to send a mailshot and measure its success in orders, and perhaps payments, arriving back in response.


In addition, what is done must relate appropriately to overall marketing strategy and to other elements of the business and of the promotional mix; so, for example as I started to write this my morning post brought a brochure. It prompted me to check the organization’s website, then telephone (with a query the website did not answer) and place an order paying by credit card. Although more than just the brochure was involved, this would be judged a success from the point of view of the sender – and from mine too, I hope!


One vital link these days is via electronic communication, and so included here is a chapter about the close overlap that now exists with email marketing (see Friday’s chapter).


If you position the use of direct mail effectively within the totality of your promotional mix, and make it work well – and that means systematically making sure that every element of it works well, from a letter and brochure to an envelope and much more – it can be an important part of your business-generating process. In this book, in seven succinct chapters, we review how to make that so.


Patrick Forsyth
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Whether simple or more complex, direct mail must always be approached in the right way. What makes it successful? The answer, in a few words, is attention to detail. And it is not simply words, everything matters: whom you mail, what you send, how the message is put over and the way in which customers are asked to respond.


Any promotion needs to be well directed, and there is an old saying that you are after the MAN – whoever has the Money, the Authority to commit and the Need. Direct mail is essentially promotion by post, and its close relations include putting brochures as inserts in magazines and delivering door to door. Its particular nature means it is potentially:


•  personal (essentially it can put a message in front of individuals)


•  flexible (it can involve mailing any number of ‘shots’: 40, 400, 4,000, 40,000 or more)


•  specific (it can deliver messages tailored to different groups and individuals)


•  controllable (and easy to assess how well it is working).


It is also a form of promotion that can be low cost, small scale and ideally suited to low-budget marketing and smaller businesses. It will, in fact, do many things, prompting business from prospects, maintaining business from existing customers and much in between.





First things first: direct mail is only a particular form of advertising – promotion by post. The term encompasses all the elements of the promotional message delivered in this way – brochures, letters, envelopes and how to orchestrate a persuasive message and create a direct mail ‘shot’ or entire campaign.


Despite its ‘junk mail’ moniker, direct mail is used successfully by a wide range of companies, most of them perfectly respectable. Such companies include charities, accountants and publishers, as well as producers of a wide range of products and services, in organizations large and small.


Used effectively, it can produce good results and, carried out carefully and systematically, it can certainly be cost-effective. Some very simple, low-cost, approaches are possible. For example, as I was thinking about writing this, a postcard arrived from a hotel I have stayed in (and like). This is a good ‘reminder’ promotion, one addressed to people known to the company and who know the product. I have received similar communications, aimed at keeping a particular management conference centre in the mind of the recipient. (One such card had six pictures linked to summer events; others have used dramatic pictures such as a striking close-up of a rare breed of pig raised in the grounds.) Another promotional postcard I received recently consisted solely of an invitation to visit a website (and made it sound like a useful thing to do).


What makes direct mail successful?


We will review these matters in turn. First, you have to have someone, or many ‘someones’, to whom to send your direct mail.


Prospects – selecting respondents


It will always bring better results if your mailshots are addressed to individual prospects, and that means by name, not ‘The Managing Director, ABC Co. Ltd’.


The effectiveness of any mailing is clearly dependent on mailing the right people, i.e. on the quality of the mailing list. There are two approaches to the question of lists: either build your own or use other people’s (or a combination of both, as they are not mutually exclusive).
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Outside sources of lists abound, available most often for rent, and sometimes for outright purchase. Rented lists are well guarded and will always include what are called ‘seeded’ names, that is names placed in the list to allow the owner to monitor how it is used. Such lists might include the home addresses of certain members of the renter’s staff. This prevents lists hired for one-time use being copied and used again. Using outside lists can be very useful, not least because it avoids the problem of holding them, printing off labels and much of the administrative detail involved. Sources of lists are well documented and these days just putting ‘direct mail lists’ in Google will produce links to many sources for rent or purchase.


At the same time, informal sources, ranging from companies you know to chambers of trade or commerce, may also be useful. In addition, you can cull names from a wealth of directories (those that do not make their entries available in list form), not simply to mail once, but to record and use again. For many the most valuable sector of their list is not prospects but actual customers.


Holding and maintaining lists


Mailing lists are a perishable commodity. They have to be maintained and updated. The latter is important: people move jobs, position and location and like to be addressed correctly. While all customers and enquirers (everyone from a telephone enquirer to someone met at a conference or exhibition) need to go on your list, you may need to clean names out after a period of no response. But be careful: I know one company that has a kind of ‘last chance’ category, those they continue to mail for just a little longer, and another that refers to LYBUNTs (standing for Last Year, But Unfortunately Not This in terms of orders). The biggest order I have ever received came after a past customer was kept on the list for just over three years without response, so choose cut-off points carefully.


Once, small-scale direct mail involved manual systems, card indexes and the like. Now for all practical purposes – and for any real quantity – list holding necessitates a computer. As a result most (even quite small) systems are able to hold lists and can be programmed with additional facilities (for instance, mail-merging systems which allow letters to be produced with the name on the label used in the letter).


Computer companies and their distributors will be only too willing to offer help and advice. If you have an existing system, the new element must be compatible with it and, while there is a profusion of good standard software available, it is important that this will give you the exact operation you want.


For example, you may wish to:


•  print out by company/organization as well as individual names


•  rebate-sort, i.e. to deliver post to the post office pre-sorted in a way that qualifies for lower rates (though note that it also takes longer to deliver)


•  link into other record systems, clients, debtors etc.


•  print quietly or at a certain speed.


Or you may simply want to avoid your labels looking as if they have come off a computer system.
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Do not be seduced by all the many things computers can do (or by technical enthusiasts). You want a system to do all the things you want, but you do not want it full of irrelevancies, and over complicated to operate and keep up to date.
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All the caveats of purchasing this sort of equipment apply. Like all such systems, exactly what will suit you needs some investigation. Even when you do, then as the saying has it, ‘When your system works well, it’s obsolete’. I will make no attempt here to itemize specific equipment or software, as what is available changes while you watch. But this is no excuse not to make decisions to buy. However long you wait, there will always be a better system available tomorrow.
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Think ahead, you will never anticipate everything as technology moves so fast, but do not be caught out by adopting too narrow a focus and failing to incorporate some actually easily predictable element of what your system must do.
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Data protection and the law


While this is not the place to go into lengthy technical detail (and things change), there are considerations to be borne in mind regarding the legal aspects of data protection. The Direct Marketing Association (UK) Limited (DMA) describes itself as Europe's largest trade association in the marketing and communications sector, with approximately 900 corporate members and positioned in the top 5 per cent of UK trade associations by income. It represents both advertisers, who market their products using direct marketing techniques, and specialist suppliers of direct marketing services to those advertisers – for example, advertising agencies, outsourced contact centres, etc. The DMA also administers the Mailing Preference Service, the Telephone Preference Service and the Fax Preference Service. On behalf of its membership, the DMA promotes best practice, through its Direct Marketing Code of Practice, in order to maintain and enhance consumers' trust and confidence in the direct marketing industry. The Direct Marketing Association is an independent body that monitors industry compliance. It may be worth readers visiting their website www.dma.org.uk for further information.


The industry they represent is huge: the total value of direct marketing to the UK economy was estimated to be £9.1 billion in 2011. This comprises three separate figures: £4.3 billion on expenditure on direct marketing media and activities, £1.1 billion on goods and services bought in by companies to enable the undertaking of direct marketing activity and £3.7 billion through the spending of people employed in the industry as consumers (‘Putting a Price on Direct Marketing’, The DMA, July 2012).


I asked them what key factors direct mailers need to be aware of regarding the Data Protection Act 1998; they listed the following (NB: reference to sections and principles can lead you to the full text of the Act, though a summary should suffice):


•  The need to ensure that any personal data used (e.g. name and address details) are:


a) accurate and up to date (principle 4) (old/inaccurate data is a key problem in this sector)


b) only being used for the purpose for which they were captured (principle 2) (failure to properly permission data, e.g. to provide a clear opt-out for direct marketing by mail, is a common problem, especially when the data is to be used by third parties for marketing purposes)


c) not used for marketing if the data subject has requested that it not be used in this fashion (see section 11) (see also the MPS – Mailing Preference Service. Use of this is not strictly a legal requirement but it is now effectively a requirement as it demonstrates a data subject’s request not to have their personal data processed for the purpose of direct marketing by mail)


d) kept secure, so protected against unauthorized or unlawful access, use, loss, destruction or damage


e) not being processed (e.g. held on a server) outside the EEA unless adequate protections are in place (principle 8)

•  In addition, data subjects’ rights must be respected, such as the right to make a subject access request (see section 7) (see ICO website for Code of practice on these: http://www.ico.org.uk/for_organisations/data_protection/~/media/documents/library/Data_Protection/Detailed_specialist_guides/subject-access-code-of-practice.PDF)


•  If sensitive personal data is being used, e.g. data relating to the data subject’s health and wellbeing or trade union membership, this must be subject to a higher level of protection to reflect its sensitive nature.


•  Direct marketers using direct mail as a channel may be the recipients of a monetary penalty notice levied by the ICO (Information Commissioner’s Office) should they commit a breach of the Data Protection Act 1998. The maximum fine is £500,000 – but actual amounts depend on a variety of factors, including the potential risk to the data subjects, the severity of the risk, the number of potentially affected data subjects, and the amount that the organization responsible can afford to pay without being put out of business. The fine will be levied on the data controller rather than the data processor. If the direct mailer is the data processor rather than the data controller this does not mean that they are not at risk, however, if they are responsible for a breach of the Data Protection Act 1998. Normally there will be an agreement in place with the data controller that makes the data processor liable for any such fines that are levied as a result of in/action on the part of the data processor.
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