Successful Letters

We are going to tackle two different types of letter: mail shots and sales follow-ups.

1.
Mail shots. My definition of a mail shot is a letter sent to a customer regarding a product or service that asks the customer to buy. It is not a letter following an appointment. The letter may be sent to a current customer or to a potential customer.

2.
Sales quotations letters. This is a letter sent after a meeting or telephone call to confirm the points discussed and to prompt the customer to buy our products or services.

For both these letters we need to ask ourselves the question: ‘What do I want the letter to do?’

With a mail shot it could be that we’re looking for a high response to our suggestions that our customers receive further information or brochures. Or we could be looking for a low response but an immediate high conversion rate to order from the letter.

With our sales quotations letters we may want the customers to phone us back to place an order, or we may want the customers to wait for a phone call or something totally different.

Mail shots

Let’s ask ourselves the following questions:

1. What results do we want?

2. Who are we going to send the letter to?

3. Where will we get the names of those potential customers? It’s always said that the list we use is at least 50 per cent of the potential success.

4. What records are we going to keep?

5. How are we going to test the list?

6. What reply device will we use? Phone, card, both? Order form, message service, answering machine, fax?

The following is how we write the actual mail shot letter ‘WISCDAR’. Those letters stand for the following words:

W
wavelength

I
interest

S
sell 
C
add 
D
desire
A
action
R
result.

Wavelength. The first line of our mail shot needs to make sure the customer realises we are on the same wavelength. We do that by asking a question, followed by a ‘yes tag’. For example: ‘It would be marvellous if we were able to end the working day without headaches from the fluorescent lights . . . wouldn’t it?’

I’m sure you’ll see the idea behind this and will be able to personalise it to a major benefit of your product.

Interest. Our next few words must prompt interest in our particular product or service by explaining in brief terms the details of our offer.

Next, sell the benefits. We have discussed at some length the difference between features and benefits. This is our opportunity to sell clearly those major benefits to the recipient of the letter. In many cases with a mail shot you will not know precise information about the potential customer. However, we will have a general feeling for the customer’s situation by careful selection of mailing lists, and will therefore be able to sell what we believe to be the relevant benefits.

Conviction. It is understandable that potential customers receiving a letter out of the blue may be somewhat sceptical of our ability to provide the product or service concerned, and the value or quality of the product. If we were able to add in to this conviction part of the letter such things as testimonials from well-known companies or people, or a paragraph that clearly convinces the potential customer we are more than able to supply the product to give the benefits concerned, we will obviously increase our chances of success with the letter.

Desire. We obviously need to create a desire within the customer for the product, and we do this by a variety of different response-enhancement techniques, which I’ll detail later.

The A stands for action, and we must make it simple for the customer to take action by deciding in our planning stage which reply device we will use. The possibilities are as follows:

1. Phone. We can ask our customers to telephone their orders, in which case we need to state clearly the telephone number in the action part of the letter.

2. Card. It’s always been said that a mail shot without a reply-paid card is not a mail shot, and I’ve had a great deal of success with reply-paid cards. I’ve had responses on a small mail shot (under 100 names) as high as 48 per cent and on a large mail shot as high as 14 per cent both using the ideas contained in this WISCDAR formula and a reply-paid card.

3. Both. We may be able to ask customers either to phone or send back the reply-paid card.

4. With certain products or services it will be possible to include an order form with the sales letter that simply needs to be completed and put in the envelope provided.

There is an important point here: check the order form will fold and fit in the envelope. While this seems pretty obvious, I’ve received mail shots where the order form doesn’t fit the envelope without a great deal of folding.

Make sure and action is simple for the potential customer. the order form is simple to complete. If it requires a complicated action, the customer may well put it off, move on to do something easier and never return to it. In mail shots it’s always said that ‘later’ means ‘never.

5. Message service. I’ve used this idea by employing a message service that provides a special telephone number you can quote in letters. Customers then telephone the message service and either leave their order, their request for information or simply their name and address for a call back. The message service transmits that information to a paging device, or by phone or fax.

I tried a mail shot using a message service, stating clearly within the letter that the customers would be phoning such a service. The response was excellent.

6. Answering machine. It would be possible to ask customers to respond to your mail shot by phoning a specific telephone number. Your letter should state clearly that there will be a recorded announcement, message or facility for placing orders. I deal with a company in America that exports all over the world, and it uses this idea to great effect.

The R stands for result, and its purpose is to ensure we again check we are writing a letter that will achieve the results we require.

Records

Our long-term success and failure with mail shots will be determined by the quality of the records we keep. I suggest you keep records that give details as follows:

1.
The list that was used

2.
The number of letters sent

3.
How they were sent

4.
A copy of the letter used

5.
A copy of any enclosures, such as brochures or reply-paid cards

6.
The date sent

7.
Details of the replies received and dates

8.
Conversion to orders

9.
Total costs and breakdown of costs

10.
Total income

11.
Profit achieved.

Testing

The three golden rules of being involved in the mail-shot business are:

test, test and test again.

We need to test all the lists we are aiming to use. Many mailing houses will only sell you a minimum quantity of 5,000 names. It may be better to test 1,000 of those names and then, having produced no results whatsoever, throw away the remaining 4,000 rather than waste all your costs on stamps, letters and brochures. You will certainly need to roll out a test of 1,000, 5,000 and perhaps even 10,000 before running a major mail-shot campaign, sending 50,000 or 100,000 letters.

Some of the research on mail shots indicates that the following three ideas can dramatically increase response rates:

1. Post your mailings so they will arrive on Tuesday morning.

2. Ensure that all your letter mailings are signed in blue.

3. Every letter mailing must, repeat must, have a PS. Research indicates that, when most people receive a letter, they read the headline. They then start to read the letter and immediately move to see who the letter is from, reading the signature and anything close to the signature. The PS must, therefore, state the major benefits and factors of the offer, together with a call for action.

If you’re mailing to sell a product directly off the letter, use a selection from the following list of response-enhancement techniques by Dan Lee Dimke.

1. Offer a free gift. This must be relevant to your offer.

2. Offer a quantity discount. This will plant the idea of a multiple purchase in the customer’s mind.

3. Always offer a money-back guarantee and make sure it’s stated in bold language with a border round it.

4. A limited-time offer can create urgency. The offer must be believable — the customer will lose a benefit by inaction.

5. Offer a sample at a reduced cost.

6. Use the words ‘free’ and ‘information’. This can be a powerful technique, as these seem to be two of the highest-response pulling words that can be used. You will, of course, need a good follow-up package to send in response to the customer’s request.

7. Offer additional supplies. It may be possible to make your company a ‘one-stop shop’ for all the customer’s needs in this particular area.

8. Offer a special bonus with quantity. This needs to be an item that cannot be bought separately.

9. Accept all credit cards if this is appropriate to the value of the goods you sell.

10. Use 24-hour telephone ordering. As discussed earlier, have an answering machine on a dedicated line and state clearly within the letter that this is how customers could order. This could, of course, be a dedicated fax line.

11. If you’re selling business to business, offer a 30-day trial of the product. You’ll need to be particularly careful with this and weigh up the pros and cons and potential loss.

12. Promise to send the goods the same day. This costs you nothing extra and indicates excellent service.

Sales quotations letter

The first question we need to ask ourselves when sending a sales quotations letter is, ‘What are we trying to achieve?’ Do we want to use the letter to prompt the customer into responding with an order or to make the customer want to order but to wait until we telephone to take the order or for an appointment? Careful thought will, as always, make sure we write the letter with the appropriate goal in mind.

What to do

1. Plan the sales letter on paper before writing the final draft.

2. Avoid Victoriana.

3. When writing sales quotations letters, use the following formula:

(a)
Summary. Summarise the whole letter at the start, to make it easier for the customer to read. This is based on the idea of the TV programme Columbo. In most murder-mystery pro​grammes or books we do not find out who the killer is until the last page.

Columbo has turned this idea on its head by telling us at the start who the murderer is and then going on to solve the mystery. I am sure you have found, as I have, that it is easier to watch Columbo because you know ‘who dunnit’.

(b)
State the problem or situation in which the customers currently find themselves. This is based on the fact that, if there is no cavity there is no filling.

(c)
Make your proposal for the solution.

(d)
Explain the costs, including payment terms.

(e)
Follow this with the benefit and, if applicable, use a balance-sheet approach showing how the benefits more than outweigh the costs.

(f)
Conclusion. This will clearly state how you arrived at your conclusion based on the problem or situation, the solution, the costs and the benefits.

(g)
The close. In exactly the same way as we would close in a face-to-face or a telephone sales situation, we must close in our letters. Leaving the customer hanging on the end of the letter by not asking for an order will not produce the sales we require from these quotations.

(h)
What to do now. In my sales letters I put the heading ‘What to do now’ and then go on to explain clearly and politely the actions the customer needs to take to enjoy the benefits of the goods or services I am providing. I’ve found that this works extremely well and suggest you use it.

4.
Present it well. A little bit of extra time and cost to present our proposals in the most professional way possible will be time and money well spent. Customers like to deal with other professionals.

Let’s show them how professional we can be with our quotation letter, as this will lend credibility to us and our company and therefore increase the chances of the customer placing an order.

I know of one major company that goes to the time and trouble of reproducing its customer’s logo and style of letterhead on the face page of the proposal. With binding machines and spiral binders being so inexpensive, it is simple enough to have covers printed specifically for your sales proposals. You could bind each one and present it in its best possible format to your customers.

5.
If you’re dealing in a situation where more than one person makes the decision concerning the purchase, send sufficient originals of the proposal.

6.
Keep records. When we obtain an order and have built a relationship with our customer, we can go back to our ideas about finding out why people buy by asking for the customer’s opinion of the sales quotations letter. By taking careful notes we will be able to change those items that need changing and keep those items that work in future letters.

7.
Wherever possible, in my opinion, do not send your sales quotations letter via a fax machine. Information presented from many fax machines is very poor, and this cannot possibly enhance your quotation. Postal services are so efficient and courier costs so inexpensive that minimal time and expense are involved in ensuring our quality proposals land on our customers’ desks in their best possible presentation.

