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Think direct mail marketing has 
gone the way of the typewriter 
and the Rolodex? Think again. 
According to a 2020 report, direct 
mail is a 9-billion-dollar industry—
and spending is expected to 
increase in the years ahead.1

But the research on direct mail 
paints what might seem like a 
contradictory picture. 

Readers consistently say they 
prefer direct mail to email.2 This is 
particularly true for local businesses 
and nonprofits—in fact, the typical 
nonprofit organization receives 
more than 75 percent of its gifts 
through direct mail.3 More than 
half of customers say direct mail is 
more trustworthy than other types 
of marketing.4 While emails can get 
deleted, stuck in a spam folder, or 
even sent to a “junk account,” real, 
physical mail is tougher to ignore. 
Some businesses are seeing even 
higher response rates to their direct 
mail today than in the 1980s.5 

DIRECT MAIL 
STILL WORKS
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But that’s only part of the story. 
Other research reveals that nearly 
half of all direct mail pieces are 
never opened.6 And given the cost 
of direct mail, email remains more 
common. Marketers send more than 
nine times more marketing emails 
than they do direct mail pieces.7 

What can you conclude from this? 
Direct mail is still worth doing—but 
only if you’re willing to put in the 
time and planning needed to do  
it right. 

Mail campaigns are complicated, 
whether you’re new to direct mail 
or have been sending campaigns 
for years. With so many moving 
parts, it’s easy for something to fall 
through the cracks. A major way 
you can improve your campaigns’ 
chances of success is by thinking 
ahead—and following a tightly 
controlled process from start  
to finish. 

Before you get started on your next direct mail campaign, 
be sure to take the following steps into consideration.



IMPROVE YOUR 
CAMPAIGNS’ CHANCES 
OF SUCCESS BY  
THINKING AHEAD. 



IF YOUR MESSAGE IS 
TOO COMPLICATED OR 
CONFUSING, PEOPLE WILL 
PROBABLY PASS IT UP. 



First things first: when embarking on 
a new campaign, be sure you and 
your team are clear on what you 
hope to accomplish. Remember that 
most readers spend very little time 
reading mail pieces before tossing 
them in the trash. If your mailer’s 
message is too complicated or 
confusing, people will probably  
pass it up. 

That’s why it’s important to clearly 
define the purpose of your 
campaign from the outset. A 
purpose should be more specific 
than simply “raise awareness” or 
“increase sales.” 

Ask yourself, “What is the number 
one thing we want people to do 
after they receive our mailer?” 
The audience you target, and the 
message, design, and offer you 
present, should all support  
your answer. 

Next, set a timeline for producing 
and sending out your campaign. 
Direct mail campaigns take between 
2 and 4 weeks to produce, from 
initial concept to the time mail 
arrives at recipients’ doors. 

GETTING 
STARTED

Choose the date you want pieces to 
be mailed, and work backward from 
there to set interim deadlines. 

We recommend using some sort of 
tracking tool that everyone on your 
project team can use to stay on 
schedule. This could be as simple as 
a shared spreadsheet. Update the 
sheet as you complete milestones or 
as the timeline shifts. This will also 
help you better plan for  
future campaigns. 

Another critical early step is to 
decide on a budget. This should 
include funds needed for creative 
work, list purchasing, image 
sourcing, printing, and postage. You 
don’t want to go overboard paying 
for a detailed recipient list only to 
run out of money for stamps. 

As with your schedule, track both 
budgeted price and actual price 
spent on each item. Keeping 
records from past projects can help 
you become more knowledgeable 
for future ones.
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One of the most important decisions 
you’ll make when developing 
your campaign is whether to use a 
homegrown list or a purchased one. 

A homegrown list tends to include 
people who already know and trust 
your business. And this kind of list 
doesn’t cost you a thing, since it 
contains information you already 
have access to. 

But homegrown lists can also be 
limiting: they don’t help you expand 
beyond the people you already 
know. To grow your circle, you can 
purchase lists of potential recipients 
that fit the profile of your target 
customer. If you want to reach 
people in a certain zip code or of  
a certain age, you can buy a list  
to match. 

Whichever type of list you choose, 
be sure to comb your database to 
search for outdated, duplicate, or 
incorrect entries. You can use postal 
software to help you do this. This 
will help you avoid wasting mailers 
and postage on erroneous data.

DEFINE YOUR 
AUDIENCE
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AUDIENCE 40% 
40% OFFERING

CREATIVE 20% 

AUDIENCE 40% 
40% OFFERING

CREATIVE 20% 

FOR BEST RESULTS, APPLY 
THE 40/40/20 RULE.
What’s the most important element of a successful mailer? You might guess an attractive, 
eye-catching design or a snazzy tagline. 

But according to marketing guru Ed Mayer, 40% of a campaign’s success depends on 
reaching the right audience.8 Another 40% depends on a compelling offer. The final 20% 
rides on everything else, including design, copy, paper, and the day of the week you mail. 

The lesson: if you misjudge your audience or make a lackluster offer, your whole campaign 
could fall flat. Keep the “40/40/20 rule” in mind as you set priorities for your mail campaign.

AUDIENCE 40% 
40% OFFERING

CREATIVE 20% 



AUDIENCE 40% 
40% OFFERING

CREATIVE 20% 

MAKE THEM 
AN OFFER
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FOR BEST RESULTS, APPLY 
THE 40/40/20 RULE.

Once you’ve chosen your list, it’s 
time to focus on your offer. When 
developing your offer, consider your 
target audience and the action you 
want them to take after they receive 
your mailer. Ideally, the offer should 
be time-sensitive—requiring your 
recipients to act before a  
set deadline.

Only after you’ve established 
your offer should you move on to 
copywriting and design. Decide how 
you will source and execute creative 
work. Do you need to enlist the help 
of a graphic designer, copywriter, or 
photographer? Consider cost and 
quality trade-offs, plus your team’s 
skill set, when determining whether 
to outsource these tasks.

If you are handling copywriting 
yourself, use your offer to decide 
which emotions your mailer 
must appeal to. (Flattery? Guilt? 
Exclusivity?) Choosing the right 
approach is key to driving your 
audience to take action.

Special design effects, such as 
sensory elements and unusual 
folds, can also help reinforce your 
message and make your mailer 
stand out. 

It’s easy to get bogged down in 
the creative details (that’s the fun 
part, after all). But remember the 
40/40/20 rule: put your audience 
and your offer first, then worry  
about aesthetics.



Digital printing has opened up a 
world of possibilities for marketers. 
It’s now easier than ever to make 
small adjustments to mail pieces 
and track the performance of 
a campaign. 

One major opportunity is the use 
of variable data, also known as 
personalized print. This technique 
allows you to use what you know 
about your audience to tailor your 
message specifically for them. 

For example, you could customize a 
piece using a recipient’s name, their 
giving/purchase history, or other 
demographic information you’ve 
collected. Ask your print provider 
how to best set up your data to 
streamline this process.

PERSONALIZE 
& MEASURE
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If you create multiple versions of a 
mailer, it’s worth investigating how 
each version performs compared 
to others. This is called A/B testing. 
If you use this approach, be sure 
to change only one variable (like 
swapping a graphic or changing 
a headline), not the entire piece. 
That way, if two versions do perform 
differently, you’ll know exactly what 
caused the change.

Finally, come up with a plan for 
tracking and measuring the results 
of your campaign. For example, you 
could add a custom code to each of 
your mail pieces. When customers 
redeem your offer, you could ask 
for the code, then look for trends in 
which customers take the bait.

A WORLD OF 
POSSIBILITIES 
FOR MARKETERS.



You’ve defined the purpose of your 
campaign, decided whom you want 
to reach, and created a design. 
Now, it’s time to execute. Send 
your designed file, along with your 
mailing list, to a trusted printer. 
Ask to see a physical proof of your 
piece with live data. You might be 
surprised by how colors, fonts, and 
trim sizes look once they’re in hard 
copy form. 

Ask at least two people to review 
the proof, including someone 
outside the project team who can 
act as a fresh set of eyes.

Then, purchase your postage. Note 
that if you are a nonprofit or are 
sending in bulk, you may qualify for 
discounts. Ask your print provider 
what discounts might apply to you. 

Next, plan for delivery. You should 
have chosen a target delivery date 
from the beginning—but review 
the calendar one more time to 
ensure there are no major holidays 
that will conflict with your mailers 
being delivered on time, taking into 
account how far they must travel. 

Finally, have your print provider print 
the mailers and deliver them to the 
post office.

PROOF, PRINT 
& MAIL
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You might think your work is done 
once your mailers leave the post 
office. But you’re still only partway 
there. If possible and depending on 
your offer, follow up on your mailer 
with another form of outreach, such 
as an email or a phone call. 

Keep rigorous records as mail 
recipients redeem their offers. If 
possible, match redeemed offers 
to your mailing list: with which 
groups was your campaign the most 
successful? If you sent multiple 
versions of a mailer, which version 
performed the best? 

Collect results until the campaign is 
complete. When you’ve collected 
and analyzed your results, clean up 
your mailing list once more. 

Last but not least, find ways to 
learn from each campaign you mail. 
Throughout the process, document 
what goes well and what doesn’t. 
For example, maybe you need 
additional copywriting help, or 

ASSESS YOUR 
RESULTS
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maybe you’re getting held up in the 
proofing process. Don’t fall into the 
same trap twice—compile a list of 
“lessons learned” to use for your 
next campaign. 

Pulling off a successful campaign is 
no easy task. Checklists and tracking 
sheets (like the one on the next 
page) can help you stay afloat. You 
can also hand many of these steps, 
from design to mailing, over to your 
printing partner. Even if they can’t 
do it themselves, they may be able 
to recommend someone who can.

Plan carefully, learn from experience, 
and choose a print provider you 
trust, and you’ll be on your way to a 
great mailing campaign. 





DIRECT MAIL CAMPAIGN 
PLANNING WORKSHEET

CAMPAIGN SCHEDULE

ITEM/TASK

CONCEPT

DUE DATE ASSIGNED TO FINISHED NOTES

Kickoff meeting held

MAILING

Offer agreed upon

Postage purchased

Design concept agreed upon

Delivery date chosen

Images sourced

Printing complete

Copywriting complete

Mailing delivered to post office

Design complete

FOLLOW UP

Mailing list purchased/finalized

Follow up communication complete

PRODUCTION

Results collected

File sent to printer

Mailing list cleaned

Prepress/proofing complete

Lessons learned documented
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CAMPAIGN BUDGET

CAMPAIGN LIST

CAMPAIGN DETAILS

ITEM/TASK BUDGETED SPENT

Copywriting

Design

List purchasing

Image purchasing

Printing

Postage

Project management

The number of people we want to reach is: 

The mailing  list we will use is: 

The geographic area we want to reach is: 

The age range of people we want to reach is:

The household income of people we want to reach is: 

Other characteristics of people we want to reach are:

Our offer is: 

If sending multiple versions of a mailer, 
the element we will change is:

The #1 thing we want people to do once they receive 
our mailer is: 

We will measure and record campaign results by:

We will follow up with recipients after mailing by: 

We will document lessons learned by: 
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Oregon Printing Communications can help 
you plan, design, print, and mail your next 
direct mail campaign. 

LET’S GET STARTED

Learn more: 
www.oregonprinting.com


