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A note to reviewers

Please keep in mind that this is a preliminary draft. As you read, you may find extraneous information you want to delete, or think of missing information you want to add. You may want to change the organization of the piece, or make wording changes to heads and body copy. Please do so without hesitation, marking your comments directly on this manuscript. That will give us the best draft possible. At this point, you can make as many changes as you want, without cost or delay of any kind. If we do not hear back from you within 30 days, we assume there are no changes and you approve the copy as-is. 

Please note: Although you are free to communicate your copy changes in any manner you wish (phone call, handwritten notes on the draft), we strongly recommend you type your comments directly on the electronic file of this copy using the Word Tracking feature. Not only does it give you unlimited room to comment (a problem when marking up a hard copy by hand), but it eliminates the frustration of having to deal with handwritten comments that look okay on your end but become illegible when faxed.

MAILING THE SAME PIECE TWICE: SHOULD YOU OR SHOULDN’T YOU?

Your direct mail piece does well. Really well. Should you mail the same piece again? And when?

Rule of thumb: Sending the exact same piece to the same list approximately 8 to 10 weeks after the initial mailing usually generates 40% to 60% of the original response.

How to make the decision: Say you need a 1% response to be profitable. Your initial mailing generates 4%. Half of that would be 2% -- double the response you need. So yes, you can safely mail the same piece again.

Can you mail it a second time? Again, yes. Remember, your goal is 1% or higher. You got 2% on the second mailing. Therefore, sending the piece to the same list a third time a couple of months later will likely generate around 1%.

Result: You got three profitable mailings while having to only write and design one mailing piece!

How do you re-mail a successful piece? You can send it exactly the way it went out the first time – no need to make any changes.

However, another strategy that works well is to add a special message on each subsequent re-mailing after the first.

The theme of the message is something like “I’m sending this in case you missed it the first time” … “Second notice” … “This is your last chance” … “Deadline extended until August 1” … you get the idea.

Physically, this may be a note printed in “fake” handwriting (blue ink) at the top right corner of page one of the sales letter … or a Post-It note affixed to the original mailing in the same place.

One mailer enclosed the entire original mailing in a new, larger outer envelope with a one-page cover letter urging the reader to pay attention to the package this time. 

Now, what about the opposite situation – you send out a mailing you think is great, and it falls flat on its face?

Well, if it’s a product launch, and the best package you could create doesn’t come anywhere even close to break-even, it’s probably the product, not the promotion. Simply put, the product is a bad idea: The topic won’t work with that audience. 

Should you try again with the same piece or same idea? Probably not. In direct mail, it’s usually best to cut your losses early. If an idea isn’t working, find another that will. But don’t throw away more good money on a bad idea.

Also, be realistic when assessing the negative effects of time- and event-based depressions in mailing results. Yes, 9/11, a stock market crash, or a hurricane can lower your response rates – but all the way to zero?

If competitors are still doing a decent level of business despite the setback, and your response is nil, then you can’t blame the economy, the environment, or the market. There’s a deeper flaw in your mailing which sending it out again at a better time will not likely rectify.

Study your list results. If just one or two lists pulled a halfway decent response – even though, overall, the mailing was unprofitable – there may be a glimmer of hope. You may want to retest the winning lists along with additional lists that reach a similar audience. 

Test as many lists as possible. Even for business-to-business products appealing to narrow vertical markets, the best-performing list may outpull the worst-performing list by 5:1 or more – though on the surface, the lists and the market they reach appear almost identical. You simply have to test.

Perhaps price was the problem. There are some markets that are not price sensitive; but most are. Have you tested enough price points to find whether what you’re asking is what the customer is willing to pay? 

And keep in mind that the low price doesn’t always win. A too-low price can create the perception of low value – an impediment to brisk sales.

Copywriter Gary Bencivenga says that a format test – varying the package size and type – can be as effective, or even more effective, than a copy change in lifting response. 

If you already know that short copy works best for your offer, test your #10 letter package against a postcard, double postcard, self-mailer, and other proven short formats.

If you already know that long copy works best for you, test your #10 letter package against a #11 or a #14, a 6 X 9, a jumbo (9 X 12). Also test against a catalog, a magalog, a digest, a tabloid, and a bookalog (if you are unfamiliar with these formats, check out my book The Complete Idiot’s Guide to Direct Marketing).  

Bob Bly is a freelance copywriter and the author of The Complete Idiot’s Guide to Direct Marketing (Alpha Books). He can be reached at www.bly.com or e-mail rwbly@bly.com.
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