
 

 
 
Module Five, Print Copywriting 
Video Two, Copywriting for Direct Mail 
 
Here’s what you’ll learn: We’ll talk about direct mail’s unique challenges 
and opportunities, concepting your layout, planning and writing your copy, 
special considerations for direct mail, how to make your direct mail 
memorable, and then we’ll finish with a note about brochures.  
 
Challenges and opportunities. First of all, to make sure we’re on the same 
page, let’s get the definition of direct mail down. Direct mail is targeted, but 
unsolicited, unrequested advertising that is sent through the mail to your 
audience. This actually includes sales letters, letters within envelopes, but 
for our learning purposes, we’re going to give those their own video. This 
section will be concerned with the direct mail that arrives, for the most part, 
outside of envelopes: postcards, multi-fold pieces, booklets and even multi-
insert pieces, which might arrive in an envelope, but which contain a 
combination of one or more of these other types of direct mail pieces. Okay, 
now on to challenges.  
 
Well, one of the most interesting challenges with direct mail is that you have 
no control over how the recipient receives it. I’m not talking about the 
vehicle by which your recipient receives it, (it’s always going to come 
through the mail) but what I’m referring to is how the recipient actually 
physically receives it. Planning your message can be difficult because you 
don’t know which part of the direct mail piece your recipient will see first. If 
it’s in their hands, they could either be looking at it with one side up or the 
other. And if the copy you’ve put on the side that they’re seeing doesn’t 
interest them, there’s a very decent chance they won’t bother to flip it over 
and look at the other side, even if that’s where you have the compelling copy 
that would be sure to hook them. People are already pre-disposed to 
throwing away direct mail pieces because they get so many crummy ones 
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every day. You can’t put your best copy on one side and hope that that will 
be the side that’s up when they bring the mail into the house—you have a 
50% chance that it won’t be.  
 
You also can’t control in which order they read it. If it’s a piece that has 
multiple panels, multiple folds or multiple inserts, you can’t control in which 
order they’re going to read your messages in all of these different areas. 
(You can’t control it with postcards, either, but that obviously goes back to 
our side A versus side B conundrum.) This makes it very tricky to plan your 
message. Folds, inserts and different kinds of paper stock add interest, but 
they increase the cost and they require very careful content planning. They 
make for really amazing, beautiful direct mail pieces, but it’s very difficult 
to figure out what the actual user flow is for a direct mail piece because 
different people are going to approach it in different ways.  
 
Paper stock, by the way, refers to the material and thickness of the paper. 
Another challenging element is that there’s really only one way to test direct 
mail pieces and that’s with direct response elements; calls to action or offers 
tied to coupons, dedicated URLs or even dedicated phone numbers so the 
action can be tracked back to this mailer. We’ll get deeper into how you can 
go about setting up these tests in a bit, but it’s certainly not as simple or as 
reliable as with interactive testing.  
 
Concepting your layout. Much of the initial decision about how your piece 
will be laid out will rely on cost, since folds, inserts, unusual paperstock and 
glossy finish will increase the cost of direct mail pieces exponentially. The 
least expensive option is a single postcard and it also requires as little 
additional postage as possible (another cost that increases as mailers get 
bigger and/or heavier). Beyond postcards, though, the options for your piece 
are wide and varied and you have to balance the message you want to 
convey and the most effective and powerful way to display it with the cost 
of sending the piece.  
 
For example, you may be sending out a piece to announce a new car and 
want to send out a 20”x24” poster that folds down to 5”x6” for mailing. Just 
for that piece, you’ll have to factor in the type of paper, the weight of the 
paper, whether or not you want it to be glossy, the number of folds that will 
take, the seal that has to be used to close it in order to get it through mail 
machines and how much postage each piece will require to send. It all adds 
up, but, at the same time, sometimes the more unique types of direct mail 
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can have a greater impact. The good news? You don’t have to figure this out 
yourself. You’ll have to work closely with your designer as well as your 
company’s production resource to figure out what you can do within your 
company’s budget.  
 
Multi-fold booklets and inserts are great when you have a lot of information 
to convey and/or, frankly, when you want to impress the recipient. The 
multi-folds, booklets and inserts have many more panels for you to get 
across your information. They can be great for mini catalogs, when you’re 
trying to show a selection of things and when you want to give a lot of 
details. But also, if you’re trying to impress recipients—if you’re looking to 
market something very luxurious like a new sports car or something like 
that—a more complicated direct mail piece can be ideal because all of the 
images and inserts and interesting elements can make a piece more enticing 
and more fun to peruse. It’s understood that a piece like that requires a big 
budget and “sparing no expense” and that could meld well with the 
stylishness and decadence of a luxury car if that’s what you’re trying to get 
across. However, a piece like that can also be more fun and light-hearted; 
it’s all about how it’s designed and written.  
 
More expensive, involved direct mail pieces are also best when you know 
the recipient is probably interested, based on previous behavior. In that case, 
it may be worth the investment for a more interesting, engaging direct mail 
piece because you’ve chosen an audience of recipients that are more likely 
to take action and the return on the company’s investment in this higher 
priced piece is likely to be better. If you can’t gauge the audience’s interest 
at all, you probably don’t want to go over the top with your direct mail 
piece. Because remember, it’s not just one direct mail piece,—we’re talking 
about thousands or even hundreds of thousands and those prices definitely 
add up. Simpler pieces are better when you have a quick message to get 
across and/or when budget is a big consideration. By simpler pieces, I mean, 
just straight postcards or maybe something with just a single fold. They’re 
great for announcements; things like openings, new products, events, etc. 
These are quick messages that can easily and effectively be conveyed on just 
a few panels. 
 
Planning and writing your copy. So, clearly, this is a rather challenging 
endeavor. The first thing you want to do is to figure out which two panels 
will be the first sides the recipient will see. Anything you send, even if it has 
multiple folds or even if it’s a 3-D piece when you put it together, has to fold 
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flat—which means that there are going to be two sides that the recipient has 
the potential of seeing. Either side one or side two. After that, if it’s 
applicable—if it’s not a postcard piece or if it’s not a single-fold piece—
figure out the most likely opening and reading order. Make a paper mock up 
to help you visualize, plan and actually see how your message will, pardon 
the pun, unfold.  
 
Think very carefully first all about the natural way that you open it and then, 
if you can, get a couple of other different people to imagine opening the 
piece and letting you know which way they would open it. They also won’t 
necessarily read the panels in the order they open them. It will depend on 
which panels have pictures, which panels have copy, which panels draw 
them in the most. Opening it in different orders and watching other people 
open the blank mock-up is great for helping you figure out how you want 
things to be laid out. As you start putting things in layout, you can also do 
this exercise again to help you see what copy and images are drawing people 
in, what panels need to be emphasized and what panels don’t need quite as 
much emphasis. Obviously, you’ll work closely with your designer on this.  
 
As you begin to outline, you want to figure out your most important 
overarching message, which of course is probably going to be your benefit 
and your next step. Because you can’t tell which side is going to arrive up, 
you need to find a way to convey at least your benefit on both the front and 
the back without sounding redundant. You’ll have to find ways to convey 
this throughout the piece, though, too, so that no matter how they approach 
the piece, no matter how they open it, and no matter how they read it, that 
message is understood. You have to make sure there’s no way that they 
could interact with this piece at all and not understand your message.  
 
Next, figure out your supporting information and in which order, ideally, 
you would like to convey it to them. And I say ideally, of course, because 
you want to match your supporting information and the order you would like 
to convey it to them with your most likely reading order. Again, you can’t be 
absolutely positive of the order in which they’ll read it, but you can certainly 
try to match it to the most likely reading order based on your experiments 
with the paper mockup and watching other people interact with it. Your final 
panel, the last one that they’re likeliest to see, should pull the whole message 
together. Like a finale to a show, it should have as grand an effect as 
possible—you want to reward them for taking the time to open this piece. 
Once you’ve got your copy plan laid out, try opening it in a different order 
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now. Does your plan still work? Does it still make sense? Are the messages 
still flowing in a cohesive order? Do you still get that main benefit and the 
call to action, no matter what?  
 
Here are some special considerations for direct mail. You need to leave 
room for the address and the postage on one side of your piece. Your 
production person will be able to help you with this and if your designer is 
familiar with direct mail they may already know, but just know at the outset 
that you won’t have nearly as much room for your copy and images on one 
side of the direct mail piece. Coupons and other special offers that are linked 
solely to this piece are the best ways to track the effectiveness of this piece. 
It’s important that these coupons or offers—or at least the way they redeem 
them, a dedicated URL or something like that—are linked solely to this 
piece because any redemptions can be attributed directly to this piece. Your 
response rate, then, is the percentage of people that took the action out of the 
total number of direct mail pieces you sent. With interactive pieces, you 
have click through rates, open rates, bounce rates, all kinds of things that can 
be measured, but with direct mail, it’s out of your control once it leaves your 
hands. Without some sort of action directly tied to a piece, any general 
awareness of the brand from the piece is virtually impossible to track.  
 
Like with interactive projects, you can A/B test a direct mail piece by 
changing an element in it and then by sending the two versions to equal parts 
of your list. Again, though, there has to be some sort of direct response 
mechanism to track it. If you change an image on one version and you 
change it to a different image on the other to see which one is more 
effective, you can’t measure them against each other unless you have 
something like a unique coupon for each one. And, when I say unique 
coupon, I mean that the coupon should be indistinguishable for the recipient, 
but there needs to be some kind of tracking code on it that lets your company 
tell the difference so that they can see whether more coupons were redeemed 
from version A or version B.  
 
How to make your direct mail more memorable. If applicable, give them a 
reason to use your direct mail right away. Utilize some urgency in your 
message to make the recipient want to take the action as soon as possible. 
This could come from a limited time sale or something like that, but it could 
also come from the implication that supplies could run out or simply from a 
message that makes taking the action sound irresistibly exciting. However, if 
your direct mail is for a product or service that the recipient might not need 
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right away, make your call to action clear but try to come up with a reason 
for the recipient to keep the piece. For example, the services of a real estate 
agent are needed on a pretty sporadic basis, but any real estate agent would 
like to be the one that’s front of mind. For that reason, many real estate 
agents send out sports team game calendars, monthly calendars or even 
music CDs in the hopes that the recipient will both keep the item and then 
think of this agent when they want to sell their home.  
 
Make your direct mail piece as unexpected as possible while staying within 
the brand’s style and voice. You’re fighting against a lot of competition for 
your recipient’s attention, as you probably know from the last time you went 
to your own mailbox. There’s a lot of boring, useless stuff that comes in the 
mail and the vast majority of it gets thrown away. Your best chance of 
avoiding that fate as much as possible for your own piece is to make it 
unexpected, creative, interesting and actually fun to receive. Use images and 
words that will immediately hook your consumer. If they pick it up once 
without reading it, the changes that they read it again after that will 
plummet. If you don’t hook them on the first time that they touch this piece, 
there is a very good chance that they’re just going to throw it away after that. 
But it’s really not that difficult to break the mold. Make it something that’s 
enjoyable, interesting, and/or compelling—all three if you can possibly do it. 
It’s definitely a challenge but it’s easily one that you can meet.  
 
 A note on brochures. I didn’t make a separate video for brochures because 
they’re actually very much like direct mail. Like direct mail, the planning of 
the flow is important and a bit of a challenge. But what’s also a challenge is 
factoring in where this brochure is going to go or be given out. Unlike with 
direct mail, brochures aren’t very often sent directly to people. (They may be 
left by doorways, but not sent.) Usually they’re left somewhere for people to 
pick up which means that the message on your brochure has to allow the 
audience to self-select. They have to see the message on your brochure and 
think to themselves, “Yes, that interests me.” You want that message to also 
be so specific that people it’s not intended for won’t be picking it up. For 
example, a brochure that says something like “Party Entertainment at Prices 
Worth Celebrating” is very general and might apply to nearly anyone. But 
even just to be a touch more specific and say “Children’s Party 
Entertainment at Prices Worth Celebrating” automatically segments the 
people who will pick up this brochure.  
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You want only your target audience to take your brochure because anyone 
outside of your target audience taking it is a waste of that brochure and a 
waste of money for your client (unless they’re passing it along to someone 
within your target audience). Brochures usually require a general About Us 
background content area because people tend not to be as familiar with the 
company, especially if the brochure will be left somewhere or given away in 
a context not associated with the business. If the brochure is only intended to 
be given away within the business, though, you won’t need quite as much 
background information since, presumably, people will be more familiar 
with the business. You also need detailed information about products and 
programs so that people can be sold on actually interacting with the 
company; purchasing, getting more information or visiting the store, for 
example.  
 
Often, the best way to balance the need for both general company 
information and detailed product or service information is to put your 
company information on the outside of your brochure—the benefit on the 
front and the company information on the back—and utilize the inside 
panels for the more exciting details, the products and services. There can be 
a great deal of real estate, though, in the layout of a brochure, so if you need 
to flow company information on the inside, you have that option.  The most 
common brochure looks like this. It’s called a tri-fold because it’s split into 
three panels with a gate fold. As you can see, the front panel is clearly the 
panel people are most likely to look at first and, so, where you should put 
your benefit. Once that’s open, there’s another panel that they’ll open before 
they get to the entire center three panels. And again, just like direct mail, you 
have to plan your message flow very carefully.  
 
Next steps! Start paying attention to what comes in the mail. Which direct 
mail pieces catch your attention, and why? And which make you just want to 
throw them away? And why is that? Then, get started with video three to 
learn to write sales letters!  
 


