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The Power of a Simple Postcard

You'll never know if clients actually open the direct-mail letters and brochures you send. With postcards, they have no choice Direct mail can be a very effective selling tool, allowing you to target a professional sales message at thousands of individuals or companies. It can also be a huge waste of time and money.

The three main goals of direct mail are to be opened, to be read, and to get the order, advises Jay Conrad Levinson, author of Guerilla Marketing Weapons: 100 Affordable Marketing Methods for Maximizing Profits. Billions of dollars are spent each year on beautiful, full-color direct-mail pieces. But if they're never opened, they're never read. So instead of mailing a traditional sales brochure or letter, consider sending a postcard to accomplish the first two goals simultaneously.

SHORT AND SWEET.  From the customer's point of view, a postcard gets right to the point. With just a glance, he or she can tell if the offer is worth considering -- and everyone appreciates a proposal that cuts straight to the chase.

For the sender, postcards have two big advantages. The most obvious is that they're cheaper to print and mail than sales letters or brochures. You can print four postcards from a single sheet of card stock, vs. one brochure. In addition, first-class postage for postcards is only 25 cents, while letters will run you 37 cents. (If you really want a letter to get read, first-class postage is worth the extra expense.) When you add the savings on printing and postage, it works out at three or four postcards for the price of one brochure.

The big pay-off, as I mentioned earlier, is that postcards get read. No matter how great and glorious the words, graphics, colors, and design of a fancy direct-mail piece, if no one reads it, you might just as well have devoted the time and money to a vacation.

I recently met Ed Peters of the 4Profit Institute in St. Petersburg, Fla., who sends between 800 and 1,000 hand-written, hand-addressed postcards every month. I don't know if that makes him the King of Postcards, but he's definitely royalty. I asked him to share a few of his ideas about how to sell with postcards.

WRITE STUFF.  Ed uses postcards throughout the selling process: to generate leads, to sell to existing customers, and for ongoing communications. When he gives a seminar, he has found that he'll get double the attendance when he sends postcards and e-mails before the event. He also keeps 100 prestamped postcards with him wherever he goes, dashing them off when he's standing in line or waiting in traffic. By having the stamp already on, he has no excuses. When he meets interesting people on an airplane, he'll mail them a postcard on arrival at the airport. When he meets potential contacts, he sends a postcard the same day.

Ed reminded me that beautiful postcards also get past the secretaries who sort their boss's mail, the gatekeepers who make it a point to pitch anything that looks like junk mail. For some reason, most can't bring themselves to file a personal postcard in the trash. Postcards also have staying power. Sometimes people will put a great postcard on a refrigerator or a bulletin board and it may stay there for years (no kidding!). I've never seen a sales letter hang around that long.

You can have postcards custom printed with a specific, carefully planned message, so that both sides work together. Don't forget pre-printed ones, too. In using postcards as a sales tool, here are several keys to remember:

• For custom printed cards, the design can't look like an ad. Don't forget -- what you call direct mail, customers often dismiss as junk mail. Make it interesting, beautiful, funny, or touching. Photographs of people are good, and another old trick is to include kids and dogs. Some ideas worth considering as features are a testimonial, your Web site, a dot-to-dot puzzle, even a picture of your employees doing volunteer work in their communities.

• Take your time deciding on a design. Really think it through -- despite their diminutive size, postcards may take longer to design than brochures or a full-page letter. Distilling your ideas to a core message and selecting an effective graphic to go with it takes energy and creativity.

• A postcard works best when it's part of a sales campaign. Consider mailing them out as a sequential series or meshing them with other marketing drives.

• Use a compelling headline, one that spells out the benefits you're offering. You need to think long and hard before putting those few words on paper. They have to carry the whole postcard.

• Be very clear about what you want your postcards to achieve. Is it to bring in telephone calls, elicit a mail response, or attract visitors to your Web site?

• Put some useful information on your postcard. If you're a computer repairperson, maybe a list of 10 basic computer maintenance tips. If you're a landscaper, what recipients should be doing in their gardens right about now. If you're a banker, maybe some saving or investment suggestions. These postcards get saved and referred to.

• Funny works well -- but make sure the joke isn't on you. There is no point in making recipients chuckle if they don't notice your message.

• A postcard offering something for free -­ a video- or audiotape, audiotape, booklet, industry report -­ may get the selling process started.

• For a different look, go down to a local tourist shop and buy a bunch of postcards. On your next vacation, pick up some more postcards. It's a rare customer who can resist a personal message on a postcard from an unexpected locale.

• There are also free postcards available -- try your local convention and visitors bureau or tourism board.

Postcards are like the little guy who scoots runs between the competition's giants and scores a touchdown. They are a powerful weapon in your sales arsenal, so use them. Happy selling!

• If you use a postcard that really works or you've received one that moved you to action, I'd love to see it. Send it to me at Savvy Selling, PO Box 219076, Houston, TX 77218-9076.

Michelle Nichols is a Sales consultant, trainer, and speaker based in Houston. She welcomes your questions and comments and can be reached at michelle.nichols@savvyselling.biz
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