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WRITING DIRECT MAIL

OBJECTIVES  

After studying this Lesson, you will be able to: 

1. Explain when direct mail can be used effectively. 

2. Define the qualities of successful and effective direct mail copy. 

3. Explain how headings can be used effectively. 

4. Discuss how direct email is different. 

5. Describe the qualities of effective direct email. 

6. Write direct mail copy for a selected market. 

COPYWRITING COURSE LEARNING MATERIAL 

In this Lesson we continue to look at specialist copywriting, and this time we will 

examine some of the techniques used in writing copy for direct mail, and direct 

email. 
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COPYWRITING FOR DIRECT MAIL 

What is direct mail?  

Well, check your letterbox, and on most days you will find some – letters selling 

everything from bank loans to double glazing. You probably throw most of them in 

the bin – or do you? Maybe you read one in every 50, and perhaps respond to one 

in every 500? 

It's easy to reject direct mail as a waste of time and paper. But it works, otherwise 

companies would not use it. 

In future, instead of throwing them away, read them carefully. Analyse them for the 

techniques listed below and keep the ones that motivate you to respond to them, or 

to buy something. File them as part of your studies and refer to them when writing 

your own direct mail letters. Although you can't copy them, the techniques 

employed are universal. 

Some examples of direct mail can be seen here: 

https://dva5050.wordpress.com/direct-mail/ 

Here are some tips to use when writing direct mail: 

1. Be clear about what you are selling 

As with all pieces of copy, you must determine what your key message is, 

before you start writing. Summarise the main aspect of your message in one 

sentence, and base the rest of the text around it. 

2. Use a headline and subheads 

Headlines will make or break a sales letter. In fact, headlines will determine 

whether a sales letter is a success or a failure. 

Five times as many people read the headline as read the sales letter itself. 

Well-written headlines will help create big increases in response rates. Test 

https://dva5050.wordpress.com/direct-mail/
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after test has proven that a sales letter with a headline will outperform a letter 

without one every time. 

In addition, good copywriters use subheads to highlight major points in the 

body of a sales letter. People don't have a very long attention span these 

days. So make sure you use subheads to keep the reader interested for 

longer, so they end up reading more of the letter. Think of it as "sound-bite" 

writing. 

Any time you spend learning the art of writing great headlines and subheads 

will pay back huge dividends in terms of increased responses or sales.  

Looking for examples? Go to any newsstand and read the covers of the 

newspapers and magazines on sale there. Editors are masters in crafting 

cover copy that makes you want to pick up and buy their publications, 

especially the tabloids. 

Here are some rules for writing good headings and subheadings: 

a. Keep them relevant 

The main reason you use headings on direct mail is to get people to 

read what follows. They are like appetisers. So, each heading should 

relate clearly and accurately to the text that follows immediately after.  

Note that word – immediately. There's no point in having a heading 

relating to text that appears three paragraphs later. It needs to relate 

to the very next thing the reader reads. 

If a piece of copy describes the service that a company offers, then a 

good preceding heading would be:  

What we do 

It's short and clear. A poor heading would be:  

Everything you need to know 
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It's long – and does not tell your reader anything specific. Readers may 

not want to know everything about you – just something. And that 

something should be flagged up, loud and clear. If it isn't, your reader 

won't bother to read on. 

So to recap: the best headings direct people clearly to what follows 

immediately after. 

b. Keep them short 

A heading should never be more than six words long – the shorter the 

better, in fact. And use short words. A reader should be able to 

assimilate a heading in one quick glance. Lots of words, or long words, 

will detract from that process. 

c. Do not use all capitals 

It's amazing how many people think that things are easy to read and 

have more impact if they are written in capital letters. THEY ARE NOT. 

WHY? QUITE SIMPLY BECAUSE ALMOST ALL THE READING WE DO IS 

DONE IN LOWER CASE. SO WHY SUDDENLY GIVE THE READER 

SOMETHING TO READ THAT IS PRESENTED IN AN UNFAMILIAR WAY?  

d. Ssssh! 

Readers are fed up with reading slogans like "Once in a lifetime offer", 

"Amazing offer", or "Big savings". Rather than attracting people's 

attention, they tend to turn people off. So if you are offering big 

savings, be more discreet and informative, Say:  

Save up to 50% 

Avoid too much hype. Don’t shout. 
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e. Roll up … 

Although your heading should not shout, it should encourage the 

reader to read on, just like a headline in a newspaper. So it should try 

to convey the appeal of the text that follows. 

Remember though, those tabloid-style headlines which use puns and 

plays on words will rarely be appropriate in a sales letter. Your heading 

should tempt and inform. Leave the humour to the comedians. 

3. Don't be afraid of long copy 

Direct mail letters can be long, provided they are well written. Why? Simply 

because the job of direct mail is to persuade, and persuasion isn’t something 

you can rush. 

Look at some of the direct mail that come through your door. You may find 

they comprise a long letter, a leaflet about the letter, another letter 

containing testimonials, and a short letter summing everything else up. It's all 

part of the persuasion process. 

However, don't make the reader labour to the end to get the point of your 

letter. Make your point in the first paragraph and use the rest of the letter to 

supply the necessary details. 

I once received a 16-page sales letter from a highly successful individual with 

whom I had done business in the past. 

I read every word of it and bought his product. Without the detail, I would 

have tossed the letter in the bin without a second thought. Why? Because 

one page would never have convinced me. Long copy works because short 

copy doesn't adequately address readers' benefits, concerns and objections, 

and then motivate them to action. 

So get your key message across in the first sentence and use the rest of the 

letter to persuade. 
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How do you know what to include? 

Well, put yourself in the reader's position. List your fears, concerns and doubts 

about the product. Then list the things you would like to know – include 

everything. 

Then simply deal with each item on your list, one at a time, using a separate 

subheading for each one. 

Then wrap the letter up with a direct invitation to respond. 

Remember though, many potential customers can be lazy, inattentive or 

easily distracted, so make it really easy for them to grasp what you are 

offering and how they can take advantage of it. 

4. Write "love letters" 

Imagine sitting down and writing a love letter to that special someone in your 

life and starting it off like this: 

Dear Sir or Madam, 

I am 6ft 1in tall and have blue eyes and have an 

expensive new car. I want to begin by telling you 

all about myself and am not really interested in 

your needs and wants. 

Ridiculous? Yes, but take a look at some of the sales letters you get in the mail 

and promptly toss in the bin. You will find striking similarities. 

You need to love your prospective customers. Think of them as that "special 

someone" in your life – after all, they pay your bills, don't they? 

Whenever possible, use their names rather than "Dear Ford Owner". Open 

your sales letter with a statement about them and include a benefit in the first 

line or two. And, make it personal: 

Dear Steven, 
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As the owner of a pre-1982 Mustang, you know how 

tough it can be to find the right replacement 

parts for your car.  

Now there is a new online resource to help make 

that time-consuming search much faster and easier 

for you! 

5. Use compelling testimonials 

People prefer to do business with people they know, like and trust. But, 

unfortunately building such credibility can take time. You can accelerate the 

process with the help of others, through their testimonials. Take advantage of 

human nature by getting and using testimonials from satisfied customers. 

The best testimonials are specific and results oriented. Quotes like "Excellent", 

"Great site" or "Really interesting" mean little, as they are vague and don't 

relate to benefits. Customers don't usually do a very good job of writing 

testimonials, so you have to help them. 

When a customer compliments you, ask if you can write it up for their 

signature. Most people will agree. 

Here's an example: 

Your online Mustang parts website has saved me 

countless hours searching catalogues and parts 

shops. I found the '69 engine mounts I needed for 

my last project in just 14 minutes! - Steven 

Jones, Quality Auto Crafters, Solihull. 

Testimonials mean more when the specific name and location of the writer is 

included. 
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A signature like "SJ Solihull" can imply that the testimonial isn't genuine. 

Maintain copies of customers' signed letters in your office files so you can 

produce them if you are challenged. And, never use a fake testimonial. 

6. Use colour to add impact to your letter 

Study after study has shown that colour sells. But, what most sales letter writers 

don't know is that limited use of colour sells more. Use colour to add impact to 

only certain parts of your letter – key benefits, a special price, limited 

availability, etc. 

If everything is in colour, nothing stands out. So, use it sparingly. 

7. Use Courier as your font 

Surveys show that Courier gets better results, probably because it looks like 

a traditional typewriter and elicits feelings of trust.  

8. Start with the envelope 

There is an old rule in the direct mail business that says that 50% of all sales 

letters never reach the person's hands – they're tossed out by an employee or 

spouse without the intended recipient ever seeing it. 

And, the recipient discards a huge percentage of the remaining letters 

without even opening them. 

Anything you can do to get that envelope opened and your letter read will 

go a long way towards increasing the response you get from your sales 

letters. 

Consider crafting a headline for the outside of the envelope to get the 

reader's attention. Some sellers use Priority Mail envelopes from the Post Office 

to get their letters opened and read – expensive but worth it for certain 

marketers. 
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Here's an example of a recent Save The Children direct mail envelope:  

 

9. Always use a "Ps" 

After the headline, the most read part of a sales letter is the postscript. It's your 

final chance to convince the reader of the reason they should buy your 

product or service.  

If they have read this far, they are probably interested. So, use the 

opportunity to summarise your main benefits and consider adding a "time-

kicker" to help create a sense of urgency on the part of the reader.  

This can take the form of a discount that expires on a certain date, or a 

"limited supplies" warning. Or it could identify a new benefit, or strongly 

reinforce a previously mentioned one. 

10. Go for a response 

Make it very easy for customers to contact you – ensure the phone number 

and email address are displayed prominently, in bigger type. 

Most people these days prefer to phone, although if you are writing for an 

older market, then remember they will probably prefer to fill out a coupon. 

Always position coupons on the outside edge of the letter, preferably with 

perforations, so they can be easily detached. Make them big enough for an 

older person to read, and give them enough space to write in. 
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And make them very quick and easy to fill out. Just ask the person to give the 

barest information you need. If you ask them to tick 10 boxes, they will 

probably give up. 

11. Sign off nicely 

Write your letter in black ink, but sign it in blue as it looks more credible. Use a 

scanned version of your signature if you can – don’t just type it, it looks like 

you couldn't be bothered to sign it. And then type your name clearly 

underneath. 

COPYWRITING FOR DIRECT EMAIL 

This is an entirely different medium – the approaches you use in a postal direct mail 

campaign won't work with an email one. 

The best tip when considering writing a direct email is don't. 

Why? For a number of reasons: 

• Many servers and inboxes are set up to reject spam, so your recipient may 

never even get the email. 

• Most people are sick to death of spam, and will probably delete your work of 

art without even reading it. 

• Direct email could be illegal under EU regulations. 

However, if you decide to use an email campaign, you should remember the 

following: 

1. Keep it brief 

People are not prepared to read long emails in the way they would a letter 

that came through the post. So your email letter should not be more than two 

screens deep.  

https://www.gov.uk/marketing-advertising-law/direct-marketing
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If you have more to say, provide a link to a website where more information 

can be obtained. But, don't even offer a weblink if the recipient does not 

know you, because they might assume it's a link to a website that dumps 

them with malicious software. 

2. Keep the format simple 

Don't assume that everyone's PC can read Rich Text or an HTML email. Use 

simple or plain text. 

3. Get the subject line right 

Readers will decide whether or not to open your email on the basis of what 

they read about the sender and the subject. So, try to make it seem that a 

reputable sender has sent the email.  

And, word the subject line so that it does not look like spam. Try to use a 

subject that offers a clear and obvious reason for reading the email, for 

example: 

Raise your profits by 5% 

Avoid tricks in the subject line that are just devices to get people to open the 

email – readers will resent you for this. 

 

 

Good luck! 
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