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Direct Mail’s  
Digital Overhaul  
Advances in technology allow 
marketers to bridge the tangible 
with the digital seamlessly 
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 Over the past several years, direct mail has undergone a   
 major transformation. Gone are the days when post-
cards headlined “Dear Resident” were sent willy-nillly to 

the entire neighborhood. Instead, today’s direct-mail programs 
are data-driven and let brands and marketers create targeted, 
personalized pieces — based on buying habits and demograph-
ics and infused with variable-data text and images — that have 
clear functions within omnichannel marketing campaigns.

So it’s no longer “Dear Resident” or “Hey, Jackie, buy some-
thing.” Now you can create individualized messaging along the 
lines of, “Hey, Jackie, that sweater you were looking at on our 
website is in stock and on sale” — with a photo of the sweater.

Technology contributes to the creation of direct-mail pieces, 
as well. Multicolor digital and offset presses produce pieces in 
record turnaround times. Plus, graphic arts companies that 
produce direct mail are well versed in the postal discounts now 
offered by the United States Postal Service.

And the USPS program Every Door Direct Mail, combined 
with NFC, QR, and PURLs, delivers a cost-effective stream-
lined method to identify locally engaged prospects and custom-
ers, steer them online, and then track them across channels.

The ability to reach prospects at known home addresses and 
subsequently track their responses provide real benefits. So in 
this eBook we will examine the reasons why paper still lives on 
in the hearts and minds of consumers and also look at how 
digital technology is enhancing today’s direct mail’s capabili-
ties. We explore digital’s headway into the direct-mail arena and 
how it plays a role in CVS Health’s marketing campaign, hear 
some design tips from a representative of the USPS, and learn 
what it is doing to create the modern mailing experience. 

As anyone who reads DMN knows, I’m all in when it comes 
to technology, but for marketers looking to brandish their ROI, 
direct mail is still certainly worthy of consideration.

Kim Davis
executive  editor

DMN

A Touching Experience  

Illustrations by Getty
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Direct mail used to be the 
way marketers looked for 
customers. But the advent 
of digital has empowered 
marketers to track every 

mouse click and find additional meth-
ods to drive prospects down the sales 
funnel, from first look to final sale.

But no digital effort has fully dis-
placed paper-based marketing. Here 
are three reasons why paper still rules 
to some people. 

The response rate
First, let’s look at the numbers. Yes, 
direct mail has declined. However, 
it’s been ambling down a gentle slope 
rather than falling off a cliff. According 
to the Data and Marketing Association 
(DMA), it’s been slipping by 1.9% 
 annually since 2005.

The United States Postal Service 
continues to move mountains of pa-
per, too. There were 10.6 million cat-
alogues mailed in 2015, according to 
the DMA, and 2.5 billion coupons 
were redeemed that same year.

Marketers also need to consider re-
sponse. A 2016 DMA study found 
that 5.3% of house-list recipients re-
sponded to direct-mail pieces; 2.9% of 
prospect-list recipients did the same. 
Compare this to the results for on-
line display (0.9%), email (0.6% for 
house/0.3% for prospect), social media 
(0.6%), and paid search (0.5%). The 
results aren’t nearly as enticing.

A tangible experience
So, what makes paper so good? 

“It’s tangible,” says Mary Cahalane, 
principal of Hands-On Fundraising 
— a direct-mail consultancy for non-
profits. “You can feel it and fold it — 
even smell it.” 

Three Reasons Paper Lives On
Consumers’ visceral, positive response to paper. By William Terdoslavich

Cahalane says people are “ drowning 
in email” and attention spans have 
gotten shorter. Against that backdrop, 
it seems that direct mail has another 
thing going for it: passive persistence. 

“You can hold on to paper a little bit 
longer,” Cahalane notes.

This time lag offers longer  en gage- 
 ments and more time for a piece’s mes-
sage to sink in and generate a response. 
A USPS study found that people who 
viewed paper mail ads were likelier to 
have an emotional response one week 
after receiving the materials than did 
viewers of non-paper ads.

Even a direct-mail piece’s texture 
and quality can elicit responses. A 
study co-authored by a Drexel mar-
keting professor found that touching 
sandpaper can raise empathy and pos-
sibly prompt a donation. In addition, 

Caha lane says using a heavy, glossy 
stock can convey that the message is 
important. Marketers can also take 
advantage of nicer paper to plug their 
wares commercially in upscale maga-
zines that pitch high-end products.
 
Digital marketing
Despite all that, paper-based direct 
mail is not a stand-alone approach. It 
works best as part of an  omnichannel 
program or as a complement to dig-
ital marketing. A piece of snail mail 
can prompt a consumer to check out 
a website or make an online donation. 

The best part? “You are not going 
to get a virus from opening a piece of 
mail,” Cahalane says.

Whatever route a prospect takes to 
progress through the funnel, a piece of 
paper can act as a starting point. n 

Percentage of consumers responding  
to a direct-mail piece

5.3% of house-list recipients 

2.9% of prospect-list recipients

Percentage of consumers responding to

0.6% for house /0.3% for prospect  email  

0.6% social media

0.5% paid search 

Numbers Tell the Story
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Mail House Affiliate Program
Earn 10% commission while offering your 
customers access to the best mailing lists 
available. Ask about our mailing list APIs!

Merge/Purge & Suppression
  Identify duplicate records and suppress against 
 DMA Do Not Mail, inmate and deceased.

Data Appends & Enhancement
 Add business and consumer emails, social media, phones, 
demographics and geocoding.   

@
+

Melissa has been serving direct marketers and mailers with a full 
spectrum of data hygiene and consumer and business databases 
since 1985. We offer 24/7 access with fast turnaround, the 
lowest prices and best support available!   

Mailing Lists and Sales Leads
  Consumer, Business, Occupant, Property  
  Owner, Donor data, and 100s of specialty lists. 
 Lowest price guaranteed!

  Customer Profiling
  Access a demographic portrait of   
   your customers and Market  
  Penetration Index (MPI). 
Only $499!

Simply the Best 
Data Sources & Services
 

Find New Customers & Grow Your Sales
      Keep Your Data Clean 
    to Increase Revenue

DSF2 & NCOA
 Take address quality to the 
 next level. Support for 
U.S., Canada & Int’l.

   1-800-MELISSA
Melissa Data is now Melissa.
See What’s New at www.Melissa.com 

Start for Free
www.melissa.com/dm-best  

http://www.melissa.com/mailing/solutions.html
http://www.melissa.com
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Direct marketing has a 
long and storied  history 
as a powerful channel for 
ROI and for its ability to 
reach audiences with mini - 

mal invasiveness. But despite its many 
enduring strengths, the channel isn’t 
prevalent in modern marketing cam-
paigns. The “fall” and ultimate frailty 
of direct mail as a marketing channel 
have been popular topics in recent 
years. Less often discussed, though, 
is the progress digital direct has made 
during the same time frame.

What is digital direct mail? While it 
shares many characteristics with tradi-
tional direct mail, it differs notably in 
workflow and the production process.

“Digital direct today is producing a 
direct-mail communication that does 
not use offset printing in creating the 
targeted message,” says EVP of E1 
Digital Direct Jay Garner. “It uses a 
digital capability that puts the market-
ing message in that communication.” 

Revolutionizing the process
Before the current crop of digi-
tal presses came to market, massive 
multi color offset presses using litho-
graphic printing techniques produced 
direct-mail pieces. In this traditional 
workflow, pieces are first run though 
an offset press, then sent to another 
press to add personalization (name 
and address, for instance). This two-
step process limited the type of per-
sonalization that could be added while 
taxing the workflow with an extra bit 
of complexity. Digital direct removes 

that complexity, bringing a whole lot 
of additional benefits to the process.

The digital printing process has 
both streamlined and revolutionized 
direct mail. Marketers can achieve 
much deeper personalization at scale 
and reduce waste through digital di-
rect. Digital printing also gives the 
marketer the opportunity to produce 
shorter, more targeted runs at prices 
that are cost-effective.

By using the digital production pro-
cess, “You’re creating the form and 
can personalize it at the same time, so 
you only use the paper necessary to 
do that,” Garner says. “Marketers can 
respond very quickly to fluctuations 
in the marketplace.” 

As powerful as digital direct is, 
though, it’s important to understand 
that it doesn’t work equally well 
for every brand. It’s not necessarily 
meant to replace traditional printing 
techniques and works best for cam-
paigns that require personalization or 

variable data input or for campaigns 
whose print run length is short.

“There are campaigns that require 
30 million pieces a week,” explains 
Garner. “This digital model doesn’t 
fit well with those quantities. It fits 
with 500,000- to 5 million-piece cam-
paigns. Digital direct mail is not de-
signed to replace traditional mail at 
large scale. What it does is provide a 
vehicle to move a campaign into a dig-
ital process that couldn’t be done be-
fore because it was cost-prohibitive.”

Disruptive digitalization
This isn’t to say digital direct isn’t dis-
ruptive. The technology isn’t exactly 
new, but it’s implementation presents 
a welcome opportunity to marketers 
who perhaps haven’t invested much 
time or money in direct mail. 

“It’s not the tech that’s disruptive,” 
Garner points out. “It’s the innova-
tion around using the resources prop-
erly that makes it disruptive.” n

—  Jay Garner, E1 Digital Direct 

           Digital direct mail is 
 designed to provide a  vehicle 
to move a campaign into a  
digital process that couldn’t  
be done before because it  
was cost-prohibitive

Digital’s Headway  
in Direct Mail 
Combining digital processes with direct mail leads  
to strong marketing results. By Perry Simpson  



DIRECT MAIL’S DIGITAL OVERHAUL

dmnews.com | DIRECT MAIL’S DIGITAL OVERHAUL   6

Generating customer loyalty 
is crucial to CVS Health’s 
business. However, gener-
ating repeat business can 
be difficult in a world 

where many of its convenience prod-
ucts can be purchased on Amazon 
or from other retailers. For Michele 
Driscoll, VP of loyalty and personal-
ization at CVS, the main differentia-
tors for CVS are the brands it carries 
in its stores — some of which are ex-
clusive — and its customer shopping 
experience — an experience that it 
personalizes by using data from its 
ExtraCare program.

Personalization based on purchases
ExtraCare has more than 80 million 
active members, Driscoll says, with 
one of every four U.S. households en-
rolled in the program. CVS can mine 
these members’ purchase and demo-
graphic data and pair it with internal 
research (online communities and 
surveys, for instance) to deliver per-
sonalized offers and marketing com-
munications to its customers.

This includes targeting communi-
cations based on what customers buy. 
So if a customer buys hair color, CVS 
might send that customer an email 
offer for her next hair-color purchase 
because it’s a routine buy. Or it might 
look at customers who have pur-
chased allergy medications and send 
them targeted offers when there’s a 
high pollen count in their area.

CVS also leverages lookalike mod-
eling. For instance, it might send cus-
tomers who purchase beauty products 

promotional discounts for skincare 
products, because people who have an 
affinity for one tend to have an affinity 
for the other.

In addition to these factors, CVS 
considers category preference when 
creating its marketing. For example, 
Driscoll says that the brand might 
send customers ExtraBucks — a CVS 
currency — for a product category in 
which the customer makes frequent 
purchases, such as vitamins or per-
sonal care items. It also leverages de-
mographic data, such as geographic 
area, to send a direct mail piece about 
a new store opening.

CVS targets specific customer seg-
ments within ExtraCare, too — seg-
ments such as its ExtraCare Beauty 
Club members. There are more than 
15 million members in the ExtraCare 
Beauty Club, Driscoll points out, and 
according to an earlier DMN article 

about CVS, selling to these custom-
ers can prove very profitable. Driscoll 
says CVS will engage these custom-
ers by offering them opportunities 
to earn rewards, such as by sending 
them $5 in ExtraBucks for every $50 
they spend.

In addition to this granular target-
ing, CVS can personalize creative or 
the name featured in a message.

In-store innovation
But CVS Health’s efforts to resonate 
with customers and generate sales 
don’t end in the digital realm. The 
brand is also making strides toward 
capturing customers — and their at-
tention — inside its retail locations.

Last April, the brand revealed a new 
store design that includes the debut 
of “discovery zones.” These designat-
ed setups allow customers to learn 
about new trends and be exposed to 

Personalization Is at the Heart of 
the CVS ExtraCare Loyalty Program
The pharmacy retailer’s VP of loyalty and personalization discusses how  
the brand promotes relevancy through data-driven marketing. By Elyse Dupré 
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different products. For instance, one 
discovery zone might focus on beauty 
and highlight popular Korean beauty 
products, while another zone might 
focus on self-care and promote sleep 
or immunity products.

“As you experience some of the 
stores, there will be information about 
different kinds of products that can 
resonate and help our consumers get 
a better sense of what they’re seeing,” 
Driscoll explains.

The brand plans to roll out discov-
ery zones to as many as 70 new and 
existing stores this year — and has 
plans to expand to several hundred 
stores in 2018.

Mobile moves
Mobile is a good way for CVS to 
bridge the digital and in-store shop-
ping experiences. Customers can 
download the CVS app to manage 
their prescriptions, order photos, and 
see wait times for CVS walk-in clin-
ics — MinuteClinics — and hold 
their place in line. They can also scroll 
through their available coupons, fil-
ter them, and forward them to their 
 ExtraCare card to be used at check-
out. Furthermore, customers can for-
ward ExtraBucks to their cards and 
pay directly through the app.

The CVS app has more than 19 
million downloads. And a recent press 
event, Rebecca Grimm, senior direc-
tor of loyalty design for CVS, said that 
ExtraCare members who sign up for 
email or app offers save three times 
more than customers who don’t.

In addition to the app, CVS has a 

pharmacy text program to remind 
 patients to refill prescriptions and 
alert them when their medications 
are ready. According to Carolina 
 Michaud, director of CVS’ digital 
innovation lab, nearly 41 million cus-
tomers are enrolled in the SMS pro-
gram, and these text messages saved 
pharmacists from answering more 
than 31 million calls in 2016.

Besides the app and the SMS pro-
gram, CVS leverages beacons to 
 notify customers of the ExtraCare 
deals they have available when they 
enter the store.

Keeping customers at the core
Given the multiple opportunities for 
engagement, it’s important for CVS 
to engage customers via their pre-
ferred channels. Driscoll cites CVS 
receipts as an example of how the 
brand does this. She acknowledged 

that CVS has received media atten-
tion for the length of its receipts. So, 
in 2016, the brand made it possible 
to digitize receipts if desired. Driscoll 
said customers can even opt to have 
their transaction history printed on a 
paper receipt and have their coupons 
emailed to them directly.

Still, Driscoll admits that it can 
challenging to keep up with the evolv-
ing retail environment to best serve 
customers’ needs.

“The market is changing at a rap-
id, rapid pace,” she says. “The hard-
est thing is making sure that we see 
what our customers are telling us and 
respond in a way that keeps them en-
gaged and coming to CVS.”

But when it comes to proving cer-
tain programs’ ROI, Driscoll goes 
back to the basics: caring for the cus-
tomer. As she put it, “Everything real-
ly starts with the customer.” n

—  Michele Driscoll, CVS

            The market is changing at a rapid, rapid  
pace. The hardest thing is making sure that  
we see what our customers are telling us and  
respond in a way that keeps them engaged  
and coming to CVS 

CVS hopes discovery zones will bolster its targeting of in-store customers 
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Top tips to get the most out of your direct-mail piece

W ith marketers singu-
larly focused on dig-
ital for the past sev-
eral years, the use of 
direct mail for target 

marketing has been treated much like 
the oft-neglected or forgotten step-
child. Mail, however, remains a 
 powerful channel for ROI, and not 
just for the baby boomer demograph-
ic. But younger marketers likely aren’t 
getting much direct-mail experience 
these days.

With that in mind, DMN caught 
up with Cliff Rucker, SVP of sales 
and customer relations at the United 
States Postal Service, to discuss some 
of the basics of direct mail and how 
marketers can make the most of set-
ting up direct-mail campaigns through 
the postal service.

DMN: What’s the commonest pitfall 
marketers fall into when working on 
direct-mail campaigns?
Cliff Rucker: One of the important 
lessons I’ve learned when working 
with customers in developing their 
marketing campaigns is how small 
details can easily get lost in the ex-
citement of bringing an overarching 
vision to life. 

And when it comes to the direct- 
mail segment of omnichannel cam-
paigns, understanding what choices 
marketers have — regardless of how 
granular they may seem — can help 
fine-tune the campaign and contrib-
ute to its success.

DMN: How about the mechanics of 

Maximizing Direct Mail’s  
Success Through Design

direct mail? How do marketers go 
about developing mail?
Rucker: Direct mail can certain-
ly catch customers’ attention, but as 
you flex your marketing creativity, re-
member that abnormally shaped mail 
pieces may raise the price of  mailing. 
When developing copy for a direct- 
mail message, determine a mailing 
size early on to help manage costs. 

Traditional mail pieces typically 
fall into one of three categories: post-
cards, letters, or flats. If you have a 
small amount of copy or limited bud-
get, a postcard is an inexpensive and 
efficient way to reach customers. For 
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larger mail pieces, “letters” can be up 
to 11.5 by 6.125 by .25 inches, as long 
as they’re rectangular.

Although pricier, “flats” are a great 
choice if you have a large amount of 
material to share. They give you more 
space than a postcard or letter. A flat 
refers to large envelopes, newsletters, 
and magazines with a maximum size 
of 15 by 12 by .075 inches. Flats are 
usually affected by weight, so the 
heavier the flat, the higher the cost of 
the mailing will be.

DMN: What’s the most important 
thing marketers need to understand 
about the USPS?
Rucker: Understanding the differ-
ence between first-class mail, USPS 
marketing mail, and commercial mail 
may help your bottom line. The USPS 
divides mail into “classes” to help cat-
egorize different features, levels, post-
age prices, and pre-sort requirements. 

First class is faster than USPS mar-
keting mail and may be a good choice 
if you need to reach customers quickly 
or if you’re shipping a small quanti-
ty. In contrast, USPS marketing mail 
typically costs less than first class, but 
requires a minimum quantity of 200 
pieces or 50 pounds of mail.

For each option, you may save 
 money by mailing at commercial 
 prices, but you will need to pre-sort 
mail pieces by ZIP code before deliv-
ering them to the post office where 
you hold a mailing permit. Keep in 
mind that commercial mail can pro-
vide savings in the long run, but it is 
an initial investment. You’ll likely need 

to pay for a permit, an annual mailing 
fee, and any costs of pre-sort software 
or other equipment.

DMN: How do marketers go about 
paying for mail?
Rucker: There’s more than one way 
to pay for postage if you’re using com- 
mercial mail. When sending low- 
volume bulk mail that requires a 
stamp on each mail piece, I recom-
mend using pre-canceled stamps, 
which offer the personalized look of 
single-piece mail without the price. 

Another option, postage evidencing, 
allows you to print the postage block, 
or indicia, directly onto a mail piece 
or onto a meter tape or label. This is a 
convenient way to both pay for post-
age and track postage costs. 

Lastly, permit imprints are a popu-
lar way to pay for high-volume mail-
ings. Instead of using pre-canceled 
stamps or a postage meter, permit 
 imprints allow you to print the indicia 
as you print the mail piece.

DMN: What about deliverability? 
How do marketers handle people 
moving or relocating?
Rucker: A special addressing service 
— called ancillary service endorse-
ments — allows you to give the postal 
service specific instructions on how 
to handle mail if it can’t be delivered 
as addressed, which may save time on 
costly returns. This service provides 
several options to choose from, de-
pending on whether you prefer mail 
pieces to be forwarded to customers 
or returned to you. n

Recommendations from the Data  
and Marketing Association (DMA) 

Be bold.  
Humans have an attention 
span of eight seconds. Cut the 
clutter with attention-getting 
graphics and copy.

Visuals rule.  
The brain processes visuals 
60,000 times faster than the 
time it takes to decode text.  
Sell your story with  
pictures and graphics.

Keep it simple.  
Due to cognitive fluency, the 
brain craves ease and order. 
Direct mail that creates a  
simple decision path with 
 limited copy and explanation 
always tests best.

How to create an  
effective direct-  
mail piece

—Cliff Rucker, United States Postal Service

           One of the important lessons I’ve learned when 
working with customers in developing their marketing 
campaigns is how details can get lost in the excitement  
of bringing an overarching vision to life
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A Pitney Bowes customer-engagement solution integrates  
hard-copy mail with a digital experience. By Alexander Neely 

It’s official: The USPS launched 
a technological effort designed 
to modernize the mailing expe-
rience, utilizing Pitney Bowes’ 
EngageOne Video, a customer- 

engagement solution, for its Informed 
Delivery campaign.

With the help of the EngageOne 
Video platform, the Informed Deliv-
ery campaign can integrate hard-copy 
mail with a digital experience by de-
livering a daily preview about what is 
headed to their mailbox and providing 
interactive links with details about the 
content of the mail.

“For example, a senior in high 
school may receive hard-copy mail 
from a college, along with an email 
providing a link to personalized con-
tent,” says David Schwartz, VP of 
sales and digital commerce solutions 
at Pitney Bowes.

The Informed Delivery notification 
not only generates a coordinated im-
pression designed for the intended 
recipient, but also provides potential 
additional impressions for other mem-
bers of the household.

These videos provide marketers and 
brands with an opportunity to develop 
a greater relationship with mail own-
ers, whether they are home or not.

“In the past, it was hard to reach 
those mail owners who were always 
on the go if you were a hard-copy 
mail marketer,” Schwartz points out. 
“However, with the delivery service, 
we give marketers an unprecedented 
chance to engage consumers and ex-
pand their reach.”

Engagement is further encouraged 

How the USPS Is Using Video to 
 Create Modern Mailing Experiences

at the end of each video with a call 
to action, where brands can offer 
mail owners the opportunity to set up 
meetings, phone calls, or other modes 
of further communication. 

The response to Informed Delivery 
on EngageOne Videos, so far, appears 
to be successful, as the campaign has 
reported the following numbers:

•  Initial response rate (shared publicly) 
was 25%, with 79% of those viewers 
watching the core message (about  
4 minutes of content)

•  38% watched all the way to the end 
(5-minute or longer videos)

•   28% were interested in creating a 
campaign leveraging the technology

•  Informed Delivery is currently avail-
able to eligible residential consumers 
in select ZIP codes of several major  
metropolitan areas, including Atlanta, 
Baltimore, Chicago, Dallas, Detroit, 
Houston, Miami, Minneapolis, New 
York, Philadelphia, Pittsburgh,  
San Francisco, Northern Virginia,  
and Washington, DC.

—  David Schwartz, Pitney Bowes

           A senior in high school 
may receive hard-copy mail 
from a college along with an 
email providing a link to  
personalized content
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