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After determining your offer, it’s time to choose a format. Which is best? The options 
include: 

• postcard 

• self-mailer

• letter 

• package with multiple elements

  • dimensional enclosure 

Unfortunately, there is no right answer to the format question. Some of the greatest 
successes in direct mail history have been multiple-page letters. Others have been simple 
postcards. 

Let’s look at what people are mailing now. Here’s a breakdown of business mail: 

16% – postcards 

22% – other self-mailers 

51% – envelopes 

11% – “other,” including posters, card decks, booklets, publications and free samples 

A self-mailer is any mailing that is completely self-contained and doesn’t require an 
envelope or outer container. A postcard is a self-mailer. Catalogs and other types of 
publications (newsletters, magazines, etc.) are self-mailers as well. And, there are hundreds 
of other self-mailing formats to consider. 

The primary advantage of the self-mailer is price. It is usually less expensive than an 
envelope/container mailing. In most cases, you take a single sheet, print it and fold it. Self-
mailers are a good choice for simple messages. They are typically not as good for more 
involved messages, unless it’s a catalog, extensive brochure or publication. 

Self-mailers are also generally not used for very expensive products or services, such as 
luxury goods or fi nancial and other professional services. One old saying in direct mail is 
to try to avoid making your advertising look like advertising; make it look like business 
correspondence. Self-mailers, quite simply, are always perceived as advertising and do not 
project an appropriate image for some companies and organizations.

Postcards are used frequently because they are the least expensive of all to produce and 
mail. They are a good choice for quick announcements (special sales, grand opening, etc.), 
teasers (coming soon, only 30 days until…), invitations or part of a multi-mailing program. 

Whether you are inviting affl uent consumers to a Lexus end-of-season sale or promoting 
pizza delivery to an entire local neighborhood, postcards can be very effective when the 
offer is straightforward and simple. One question that needs to be asked about a postcard, 
however, is whether its simplicity is consistent with the image you want to project. 

Sometimes the design freedom with a tri-fold or duo-fold mailer allows for a more high-
end look. In other cases, only an envelope-based mailing will impart the proper image. 



8

Larger format self-mailers, whether simple or multi-paneled, provide greater creative 
and messaging fl exibility. They are ideal for more complicated messages and/or multiple 
messages (an offer per panel, for example). They also provide more space for graphics, a 
critical element when pictures help tell the story and position the product. 

They can even be made to emulate a letter-style mailing by imbedding a letter inside 
the folds of the mailer. And with variable data printing capabilities, the impact and 
personalization possible with self-mailers is almost endless today. 

Envelope/container mailings, of course, are even more fl exible since you can put 
multiple items into the envelope or container. They are also generally believed to be more 
effective than self-mailers. Many split-run tests over the years have shown that envelope 
mailings including a cover letter outperform self-mailers in the vast majority of cases. 

That said, since they are more expensive from a printing and handling standpoint, it is 
important to make sure that any added costs are offset by a higher response. If not, the 
self-mailer is a better way to go. This is why testing is so important for any direct mailer. 

For many years, the classic direct mail package has included a letter, a printed enclosure 
with product/service details and a response mechanism (business reply card, fax form). 
Today, the response piece is sometimes omitted, and readers are invited to visit a Web site 
or call an 800 number to take the requested action. 

As a result, a new “classic” package is a letter and some sort of enclosure. The letter 
provides the power of personalization, while the enclosure “romances” the product or 
service being promoted. 

Letter and reply form mailings also remain very popular, particularly with non-profi t 
organizations. The personal nature of a letter is key for an instant connection with 
the reader. When raising funds, it is important to avoid fl ashy graphics or expensive 
production, as they are perceived as both excessive and a misuse of donations. 

Summing Up Successful Direct Mail
The successful communication: 

• Has a high degree of visual magnetism – It is well-ordered, offers information in a  
  clear sequence to guide the reader, and is supported by relevant visuals and images. 

• Selects the right audience – There should be something in the mailer that, at fi rst   
  glance, will enable readers to identify it as truly applying to them. This can be copy  
  (e.g. Attention Golfers) or a visual. Ideally, it is the words and images that work   
  together to encapsulate the selling proposition.

• Promises a reward – You must deliver something of value to keep them reading, no  
  brag and boast, no advertising platitudes or generalizations. Rewards can be implicit  
  or explicit but, above all, they should be specifi c. 
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• Backs up the promise – This is about providing hard evidence in the form of   
  statistics, competitive comparisons and case histories or brief statements of   
  endorsement by third parties. 

• Presents the selling proposition in a logical sequence – The position of headlines,  
  graphics, subheads and text should be arranged to lead the reader in a set sequence  
  you control with your layout. 

• Is easy to read. 

• Emphasizes the service not the source – You need to convince them to buy before  
  the source is even considered.

• Refl ects the company’s character – Make the mailer match the organizational image.

Good Practices for Minimizing Production Costs
Even after you’ve gone after the lowest hanging fruit, done a better job of targeting and 
developed clear cause-and-effect approaches, make sure you implement with effi ciency in 
mind, too. Here are some guidelines for managing print costs without losing impact:

 1. Design for standard paper sizes:  8 ½” x 11” or 11” x 17” are sheet sizes that can be  
  printed most economically. Also ask for in-stock paper or whether any specials are
  being offered by paper suppliers. Often, specialty papers are left over from previous  
  jobs, or paper supply companies are trying to deplete excess inventory and sell at  
  substantial savings. 

 2. Avoid designing with “bleeds,” which is when the ink goes off the edge of the paper  
  without leaving a border. This can add 5 to 10 percent to the cost of your print job.

 3. Turn multiple documents into booklets by printing on both sides. This reduces   
  paper costs and press time. Also, avoid complicated binding that may have to be   
  outsourced by your printer. It adds time and cost. 

 4. If printing in a color other than black, fi nd out what other jobs are scheduled to be 
  on press and when. If your job can be printed at the same time, you’ll save by   
  piggy-backing. Minimize the use of fl uorescent or metallic-colored inks, too. They  
  add to overall costs. Lighter colored inks can also increase costs.  

 5. On larger quantities printed on two sides, lay out both sides on one larger sheet.   
  This is called printing “two up” and can reduce costs by about 25 percent because  
  press time is cut in half. 

 6. Avoid close registration of logos or illustrations that may require the production   
  of metal plates, adding dollars per ink color and for each color photo. These graphic  
  elements can also infl ate your costs for design, artwork preparation and fi nal   
  printing. 

 7. Avoid large areas of solid ink as this may also require production of metal plates or  
  longer press runs. 

 8. Consider using duotones (two-color artwork) instead of four-color artwork. The   
  results are often more striking, and you may save hundreds of dollars in your   
  fi nished piece. 
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 9. Always make sure you’ve made changes to your fi les before you turn them over.   
  Revisions can be costly once a job is in production.

 10. Print a supply of two-color “shells” for three-color marketing materials that are   
  produced in the same format on a recurring basis, such as newsletters or recurring  
  mailings. When the project is ready for press the printer can simply imprint the text  
  on the shells in a third color and you’ll save money over the life of the project. 

 11. Consider digital color copies for small quantities. Printing fewer than 400 of a full- 
  color brochure is usually cost prohibitive. Digital color output can deliver the quality  
  appearance you desire for a fraction of the price. 

 12. Plan ahead to avoid rush charges. Research the length of time required for   
  production, printing and added processes like folding and die-cutting. Stay on   
  schedule to avoid rush charges, which can be as high as 50 percent to 100 percent  
  above the normal price.  

If you plan ahead – from early stages of graphic design, through formatting, paper 
selection, printing and mailing – there are many opportunities to get the most for your 
money.  And, chances are, you’ll save valuable time, too.  In short, the best tip is to engage 
your marketing and print provider as early as possible to avoid the pitfalls of designs that 
don’t take advantage of the guidelines above, and other tricks of the trade.
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Where Do You Go From Here?
As a marketer of a small or mid-sized business, you are 
contending with a growing list of challenges – both 
internal and external – that infl uence your development 
of a successful marketing program.

In a tough economy, the pressure builds. You have 
fewer inside resources in people, time and dollars. 
There’s increased competition in the marketplace. And, 
you have many options in marketing strategies that 
produce varying outcomes. It can seem to work against 
you when you need to demonstrate results. 

Where does a marketer begin?   
Direct marketing is a proven strategy that generates measurable outcomes when done 
right. But, managing all of the components of a successful marketing campaign can be 
time-consuming. That’s why the most effective use of your staff, time and dollars is found 
in consolidating your program with a single source to develop, produce and deliver your 
direct marketing programs.

Beginning with creative development and design, Insty-Prints works closely with you to 
defi ne and refi ne key messages tailored to target audiences.  

Next, we can help you to fi ne tune your print communications to ensure you are getting 
the most bang for your buck. We’ll recommend the best direct mail formats, craft 
compelling offers and assist you with managing your mailing lists. 

Of course, we all know a great-looking piece will fall fl at on its face if it doesn’t get into 
the hands of the right people. Insty-Prints understands the postal requirements that must 
be met, so your direct mail gets delivered... and at the lowest possible cost.  

Insty-Prints is locally-owned and operated. Our focus is on small and mid-sized businesses 
and organizations that need marketing services and print-related communications. Our 
skills include customer/donor communications, lead generation, sales support materials, 
special events support and brand identity – whatever it takes to make an enterprise like 
yours not just survive but thrive. We’re an integrated, one-stop source for successful 
communications strategies – whatever the business climate.  

Want to learn more? Contact your Insty-Prints representative today. 


