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Direct mail advertising continues to comprise a substantial component of the advertising budget. In spite of the large sums spent on producing millions of pieces of direct mail sales letters, many of those pieces are not read by their intended readers. 

This assignment helps students observe the current writing practices used by direct mail sales letter writers and suggests ways of improving upon what they observe. The assignment consists of two components; instructors interested in using the assignment in class may use one or both segments as time and interest permit. 

Collecting and Analyzing Direct Mail Sales Pieces 

1. Students are required to locate 20 different direct mail sales writing pieces--10 from local advertisers and 10 from national advertisers. The pieces may be ones received by students, their friends, family, or from the post office trash receptacle. 

2. Students carefully analyze each piece to determine distinctions between local and national advertisers. Students will notice that the local pieces are more likely to be a single page--often in a postcard format. The national advertisers are more likely to include an actual sales letter and perhaps several enclosures placed within an envelope. 

3. Since many sales letter recipients discard letters unopened, sales letter writers realize the need to include some form of persuasive message on the outside of the envelopes. Therefore, students should not fail to analyze whether envelopes include written messages on the outside of the envelope. 

Students will notice that some of the written messages may entice or encourage readers to open the envelope while other messages may distract or annoy potential readers. The better written envelope messages generally contain these three elements: (1) a clever verbal or graphic attention getter, (2) a phrase that informs the reader that the product or service is targeted toward their interests (such as "Attention: For Accomplished Golfers Only"), and (3) the irresistible word "free" if such an offer is discussed within the letter inside. 

1. After examining the sales letters envelopes, students next peruse the sales matter inside the envelope. Although all enclosed pieces should be inspected, students should concentrate on the actual sales letter itself. 

An effective sales letter should be organized as other sales messages: attention, interest, desire, and action. Most sales letters excel on the first and last sections and flounder on the sections in between. 

Conducting Market Research on Student-Written Sales Letters 

1. After students have analyzed their 20 sales letters including the envelopes and enclosures, they should be qualified to identify effective sales letter concepts. Their next assignment is to write a complete sales letter, including enclosures and an envelope design, incorporating the effective concepts and avoiding the ineffective concepts they observed during the first part of the assignment. 

2. After writing what students think are effective sales letters, their last task is to conduct a marketing research investigation designed to find out the likely outcome of their creations if they were to be used in a sales campaign. 

